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Abstract

Research Topic:

An exploration of social, cultural and contextual elements surrounding struggling readers
of English as a second language in the Malaysian classroom.

The main aim of this study is to contribute to the body of knowledge pertaining to the systems
surrounding Malaysian primary school students who are struggling with their English language
reading. Building on cognitive and sociocultural perspectives of reading, as well as
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development, | offer a rich and holistic
understanding of the dynamic interactions among children, parents and teachers that influence the
students’ learning experiences and development. First, | examine the ways in which their teacher
works with the struggling readers in the classroom. Second, | identify the ways participating
parents work with their children at home and, third, | gather struggling readers’ own perspectives
on their experience and participation in ESL reading. These perspectives are put together in order
to reconstruct the dynamics within the main ecological systems surrounding the children,

delivering insights for theory, policy and practice.

This was a qualitative study conducted in 2017, incorporating six ESL struggling readers studying
in Year 1 of a suburban primary school, seven parents and one English teacher. I primarily
employed interviews, classroom observations and document collection as research methods to
garner information from the participants. Data analysis was carried out inductively, encompassing
a co-construction of meaning between the participants’ expressions and my own interpretation as

a researcher.

The study findings delineated the ways the teacher and parents worked with the struggling readers,
as well as the students’ own perceptions of their ESL learning experience, highlighting their
respective practices and challenges. Through this rich holistic understanding of the total learning
environment of these struggling readers the research identifies a series of disconnections between
the parents and the teacher and the teacher and the students. Four main areas of disconnect, among

others, were:



(1) the teacher and parents having different views about homework, with the former
assuming minimising homework in the belief that parents could not engage with it, and
the latter seeing more homework as central to their ability to support their children with
English reading.

(2) Lack of communication between the teacher / school and parents, with each party having
little insight into the needs and circumstances of the other.

(3) Differences in instructional techniques and utilisation of different kinds of learning
resources between home and school environments.

(4) Use of instructional techniques in the classroom that do not engage struggling readers.

The above issues imply the need for wide-ranging reform of educational policies and practice so
as to provide better support for struggling readers across the school and home environments. The

findings of this study now need to be verified across a wider sample within Malaysia



Table of Contents

A B ST R A C T ettt e e e e et e et e et e e e bt et e et e e b e e e aa e e e anr e e anreeaneeeanes |
ACKNOWIBAGMENTS. ...t sr et b XI
LISE OF TADIES ...ttt b ettt Xl
I ES o) T U =TSSR X1
F N o] o] £V T Ao ] RSP XV
[ =Tod - T = U1 o] o SRRSO X1

1  CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION ....ooiiitiiiiice ettt 1
1.1 T oo 0o 1 o] o TSRS PT PR 1
1.2 Background OF the STUY ........cccoeiiiiiiiiiiieeeeee e 1
1.3 Rationale of the STUAY........ccooiiiiii s 4
O (- T Lo 1 1o o USSR 7
15 RESEAICH QUESTIONS ... ..cviiiieiitie it ctee ettt e e sb e e st e e s be e s be e saeesnbeesbeeenreesreeeans 8
1.6 Significance 0f the STUAY ........ccoiiiiiiie e 8
1.7 Context Of the STUAY .......ooiiiiiiiee s 9

1.7.1 General Facts about MalaysSia..........cccooeiiriiiiiiiee s 10
1.7.2  Education in MalaySia...........ccccveiieiiiieiicciece et 12
1.7.2.1  English Language Teaching.........c.coceiieiiiiiiieie e 12
1.7.2.2  ASSESSIMENT ...ttt ettt ettt ettt et e b e et b et enaeeanbeennnas 16

1.8 TerMINOIOQY...c.eiiiieieiitiite ettt bbb 19
1.9  OVErVIeW OF the TRESIS ....cciiieiiiie et 20
110 CONCIUSION 1.ttt bbbttt ettt enbeabeeneeneas 21

2 CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW ..ot 22
2.1 T (0T 801 o SO PRRSPR 22
2.2 Theoretical FrameWOIK ...........cooiiiiiiii e 22

80 R 141 (oo [FTox { [ o F TSR P PR 22
2.2.2 Cognitive Perspectives 0f REAAING .........cccoviiiiiiiiiiese e 23
2.2.2.1 Bottom-up Reading MOdEel ...........cccooiiiiiiiiiee e 24



2.2.2.2  Top-down Reading MOdel ..........cccoeiiieiieiiiiccece e 25

2.2.2.3 Interactive Reading Model...........cccoviiiiiiiiic e 26
2.2.2.4  SCNEMA TNEOIY ..eeiiiiiie ettt ettt ene e 27
2.2.3 Sociocultural Perspectives of Reading............ccoovrieieieiiiiiiniieeeee e 28
2.2.3.1  Social CoNStruCtiVISt TNEOTY.......cccvcieiieiiee e 29
2.2.4 Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model of Human Development.........c..ccccccevvevieenne. 32
A T O o 113 o] o ISP 39
2.3 Teacher-related LItErature REVIEW .........ccooiiiiiieiieiie et 39
2.3.1 Teaching Young Struggling ESL Learners.........ccccceevveveiieiveiesieseese e esee e 40
2.3.1.1  EXPlCIt TEAChING ..cveiiiieie it 40
2.3.1.2 Phonemic Awareness and deCOdiNg...........couvueirrerenerininisieeseese e 41
2.3.1.3  Vocabulary DeVEIOPMENT .......ccueiviiiiiiiiieeeeee e 41
2.3.1.4 Interactive TeaChING.......c.cocveiiiicie e 42
2.3.1.5 Promotion of English Language ..........cccccveveiieieere e 43
2.3.1.6  Small Group INTErACIONS ........cveiiiiiiiiieriieie e 44
2.3.2  ReadING APPIOACINES ......ccuiiiiiieiieieieit ettt 44
2.3.2.1  PRONICS ...ttt ettt ne s 44
2.3.2.2  Look-and-Say Method ............ccoveiiiiiiii e 46
2.3.3 English Language Teaching Method ............cccooiiiiiiiiiiieee e 47
2.3.3.1  Grammar Translation Method..............ccoooveriiiiieeiece e 48
2.3.3.2  DIreCt IMELNOM ......c.eoiiiiiiiiieieee et 50
2.3.3.3  Audio-Lingual Method ...........ccoveiiiiiiieie e 51
2.3.3.4 Communicative Language TeaChiNg .........cccvvurrierierenininesieieiesese e 54
2.3.4 Uses of Instructional MaterialsS ...........cccoveiieiieiiieiiee e 55
G B O R |V =T | T RSSO 56
2.3.4.2  TEXIDOOKS. .....eiuiiieiesie sttt bt renne s 58
2.3.4.3  High FrequencCy WOrd LiSS.......cccooiiiiiiiiiiiieieie e 59
2.3.4.4  REANING TOXL. ettt 60
2.3.5 Challenges Facing the TEaCNEr .........cccvviiiiiiiiiecce e 61
2.3.5.1 Institutional ChalleNQesS .........cceciiiiiiiiiie e 61
2.3.5.2 Instructional Challenges. ... 63



2.3.5.3  S0Ci0-econOMIC ChalleNgES........ccveueiieiiee e 64

2.3.8  CONCIUSION .ot ee e e e e e e et e e e e e e e e e eeeeeens 65
2.4 Parent-related LItErature REVIEW ........ooooiiiieeeee ettt e e e e e e ettt e e e e s raeeraeeeeees 66
2.4.1 Components of Parental INVOIVEMENL..........ccoiiiiiiiiiie e 66

2.4.2 The Influence of Cultural, Individual and Contextual Elements on the Parental Roles

1N Children’s LearniNg .......ueiiiiiiiiie ittt bbb e b e nnn e nnnees 70
2.4.3 Challenges Facing the PArents ..........cccoooiiriiiiiiieeesc e 83
A O o 111 o] o ISP 87
2.5 StUAENtS” PeTCEPLIONS . .eiivvvieiiiieiiie ettt aseees 87
2.5.1 The Importance of Exploring ESL Struggling Readers’ Perceptions............c.c....... 87
2.5.2 Perceptions of Students with Regards to Aspects Related to ESL Learning............ 90
2.5.2.1  Perceptions OF ESL ......ccccooiiiiiiiiiiie e 90
2.5.2.2  Classroom Learning EXPErIENCES .......ccueivierreieeiteeieieeseeste e seestesee e esre e 94
2.5.2.3 Challenges Facing the StUAENES ..........cccevveiiiieiiee e 95
T T O o 113 o] o ISR 99

3  CHAPTER HI: METHODOLOGY ...ttt 100
3.1 T goo [0 Tod o] o TSROSO SRRRPPTRTRPR 100
3.2 Research ParatdigM........cccociciiiii et 100
3.2 1 ONEOIOQY ..ttt 101
3.2.2  EPISEMOIOQY ...t 102
I T Y =11 Voo (o] (oo VSRS SRRSO 103
3.3 POSHIONANILY ..ot 104
34 RESLAICH DESION. ...ttt bbb 104
3.5  Selection of the Research Site and the Study PartiCipants...........c.cccoevereneneninnnnnns 105
3.5 1 RESBAICN SITE .ot 105
3.5.2  The Study PartiCIPantS ...........ceeiieiiieiie ittt 106
3.5.3  RECIUITMENT PrOCESS ....c.eiitiitiitietieiiete ettt sttt sttt st bbb 107
3.6  Data Collection IMEthOUS ........ccuiiiiiieie et nre e 110
LGN R 101 (=] Y 1= SO R U SPPSTTRPPRN 111
3.6.1.1 Interviews with the ESL teacher and the parent participants.............cc.ccceeve.ns 111
3.6.1.2 Interviews with the struggling readers..........cccoveeieneninieneiee e 113



3.6.2  OBSEIVALIONS ...ttt et e ettt e e e et e e e e et e e e e e e e n e aaeens 115

3.6.3  DOCUMENE COHECLION ..ot bbb 120
3.6.4 Relationship between Research Questions and Research Methods................c....... 121
3.7 PHOE STUAY ...ttt b e e sbeeeeereesbeenne s 123
3.8  Ethical ConSIAEratiONS ........ccviiiiiiiie ittt bbb nnea 124
3.8.1  SEEKING PEIMIISSION ...cuviivieiiieieeieiteesieeee et e et e st e e e beebesneesaeeaesneesreaneeas 124
3.8.2  INTOIMEM CONSENT .....eeiiiiie ettt sae e sreesre e 125
3.8.3 Confidentiality and ANONYMILY ........cccoiiiiiiiiiieeie s 126
3.8.4  AVOIAING NAIM ..ot sre e e sreeee s 126
3.8.5  POWET TEIALIONS. .....ouviiiiiiiiciesiee ettt bbb 127
3.8.6 Ethical Considerations in Research with Children ............ccocooiiiiiii 127
3.9 TTUSIWOITNINESS ... e iteeie ettt sttt ettt eereenbe et esneesaeeneeareenreeneeas 129
3.9.1  Credibility ..oveeeecee e e 129
3.9.2  TransSterability.........cccciiiiiiiice e e 130
3.9.3  Dependability ......c.coo i s 131
3.9.4  ConfirmabIlITy .......coviiiiii s 132
310 Data ANAIYSIS . ..iciieiiieie ettt ettt raer e e e e re s 133
3101 TranSCriDING .....coovieiicc e 134
3.10.2  Inductive vS Deductive APPrOACH.........cooviiiiiiiiieiese e 136
3.10.3  ANAIYSING JALA ... s 137
3.10.3.1 ANalysis Of AraWings........cccueiieiiiiiiecie s 140
3104 TraNSIALION ...t 140

20 0 T O o 11 ] o] OSSO 142

4 CHAPTER IV FINDINGS. ...ttt 143
4.1 INEFOAUCTION ... bbbttt sbesbesnenreas 143
4.2 Findings in Relation to the TeaChEr .........ccviiviiiii i 145
4.2.1  Classro0m ENVIFONMENT........ccueiieiieiieiesieesieeieseesieeseeseessessaesseesseessesseessesneessessees 146
4.2.2 Mrs. Leena’s Back@rOUNG........ccoiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 146
4.2.3 Mrs. Leena’s Involvement with the Struggling Readers’ Learning.............c.c.o..... 147
4.2.3.1 Prominent Instructional Methods Applied by the teacher ............c...cocoene. 147
4.2.3.2 Instructional Materials Utilised in the 1€SSONS ..........cccevvvieivereniieieese e 163

Vi



4.2.4 Challenges Affecting the Teaching of Reading..........ccccoevveveiieeiieiesieese e 170

4241 Managing Students’ Behaviour in the Struggling Reader’s Classroom ......... 170
4.2.4.2 Perceived Parental Attitude: Low Involvement and Cooperation .................. 171
4.2.4.3 Quality of Support and Cooperation from the District Education Office....... 173
4.2.4.4 Lack of Resources and Lack of TIME ......cccoceviiiiiiinieniiieee e 173
4.2.45 Lack of Training in Phonics INStrUCLION ..........ccoeiieviire e 174
4.2.4.6 The ASSESSMENT SYSTEM....c..iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiei et 174
4.2.4.7 Lack Personnel and Large Class SIZES........cccovvveerieiiniieiin e 175
4.2.5 Summary of the findings related to the teacher ............ccccoeveviiiiii i, 175
4.3  Findings in Relation to the Parents...........cccccveviiieiicce e 179
A.31 IMIS. Bl s 180
4.3.1.1 Mrs. Ela’s Background ..........cccooveiiiiiiiiiiic s 180
4.3.1.2 Mrs. Ela’s Involvement with Ali’s Learning .........cccooveviiiieniiiiec e, 180
4.3.1.3 Challenges Facing Mrs. Ela.........cccccoveiiiiiiiic i 182
A.3.2 IMIFS. AMINA ...ttt b bbbttt bbbt 183
4.3.2.1 Mrs. Amina’s Background............cccooeiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 183
4.3.2.2 Mrs. Amina’s Involvement with Fairul’s Learning.............cccoovvvieienieennn. 184
4.3.2.3 Challenges Facing Mrs. AMINa...........cccvevueiieiieiie e 185
4.3.3 IMIFS. NN ..o bbbttt e bbbt 186
4.3.3.1 Mrs. Nina’s Back@round..........c.cooiiiiiiiiiiiciiceeeeee s 186
4.3.3.2 Mrs. Nina’s Involvement with Imran’s Learning ............c.ccoovvviiienniiinnn, 187
4.3.3.3 Challenges Facing Mrs. NiN@..........ccccciviiiiiiieiecie e 189
B34 IMIFS. SOTIA....eieeiiieeite ettt 191
4.3.4.1 Mrs. Sofia’s Background ...........cccccoiviiiiiiiiciieeee s 191
4.3.42 Mrs. Sofia’s Involvement with Qila’s Learning .........ccccoeevriiviiinniniineenn, 191
4.3.4.3 Challenges Facing Mrs. SOfia.........cccccovviiiiiiciecic e 193
A.3.5  MITS. SU ittt et b et h e bbb na e beeneas 194
4.35.1 Mrs. Su’s Backg@roUNd .........cccooiiiiiiiiiiieiee e 194
4.3.5.2 Mrs. Su’s Involvement with Tairah’s Learning..........ccccoeeeviiiiiinninniinenn, 194
4.3.5.3 Challenges FaCing MIS. SU .....cccciiiiiiiiiiiii et 196
4.3.6 MIS. MINQ AN IT8 ...eoiuiiiiiieice e bbb 197

VIl



4.3.6.2 Mrs. Mina and Ira’s Involvement with Roni’s Learning...........ccccoccvevivvennne 198
4.3.6.3 Challenges Facing Mrs. Mina and Ira...........cccoooiiiiniiinicieicne e 200
4.3.7 Summary of the Findings Related to the Parents............ccocoovveiciinencnencncn 201
4.4  Findings in Relation to the StUAENTS .........c.coveiiiie i 213
BAL Al i 213
4411 AlS Profile....iiieiicii et 213
4.4.1.2 Ali’s Perceptions on ESL. ..o 214
4.4.1.3 Challenges Facing Ali........ccccoueiioiiiiiii e 214
4.4.14 Ali’s Perceptions on the Classroom Learning Experience ...........ccccocevveenen. 216
A.4.2  FAITUL ...t 217
4.4.2.1  Fairul’s Profile .....cccoiiiiiiiii e 217
4.4.2.2 Fairul Perceptions 0N ESL ........cccoiiiiiiiicic e 217
4.4.2.3 Challenges Facing Fairul ...........c.cccoiiiiiiiiiie e 218
4.4.2.4  Fairul’s Perception on the Classroom Learning Experience.............ccocevvnne. 220
A4.3  TMIAN .o s 221
4431 IMran’s Profile ... 221
4.4.3.2 TImran’s Perceptions on ESL .........ccccccoiiiiiiiiiiiii 221
4.4.3.3 Challenges Facing IMran ... 221
4.4.3.4 Imran’s Perceptions on the Classroom Learning EXperience...........cc.ccovnee. 223
BAA4  QIAu.ceieiieeee bbb 224
4441  Qila’s Profile...cc.oiiiieiiciiei s 224
4442 Qila’s Perceptions on ESL Reading.........cccooevviiiiiieniiiiiiciicecsee e 225
4443 Challenges Facing Qila.........cccocoiiiiiiiiiice e 225
4.4.4.4 Qila’s Perceptions on the Classroom Learning EXperience...........cc.ccocvevnen. 227
AA45  TAINAN oo e 227
4451 Tairah’s Profile .......ccooiiiiiiiiiiiic e 227
4.45.2 Tairah’s Perceptions on ESL ........cccocoiiiiiiiiiiie e 228
4.45.3 Challenges Facing Tairah ..........cccooiiiiiiiiic i 228
4454 Tairah’s Perceptions on the Classroom Learning EXperience......................... 230
A48 RONI.ccciiiiiicie e 231

VIl



5

N R0 4§ AT & (0 ) 4 (=T 231

4.4.6.2 Roni’s Perceptions 0N ESL ........ccccciiiiiiiii i 231
4.4.6.3 Challenges FACiNg RONI ........cccciiiiiiiiiiieiesie e 232
4.4.6.4 Roni’s Perceptions on the Classroom Learning Experience.............ccccccvvenne. 233
4.4.7 Summary of the Findings Related to the Students............cccevevievvcie s 234
CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS .....ccooeiiiiiineseeese e 243
5.1 T T [N ot AT ] o TSP 243
5.2  The Ways the Teacher Works with the Struggling Readers (Sub-RQ 1.1) ................ 244
5.2.1 CIlassroom ENVIFONMENL.........ccoiuiiiiiiiiieieiiseeieie e e 244
5.2.2 Involvement Of the TEACNET .......c.covoiiiiii i s 244
5.2.3 Challenges Facing the TEACKEN .........cccoiiiiiiiiieee s 251
5.3  The Ways the Parents Work with Their Children (Sub-RQ 1.2)......cccccevviiriiinnnnns 254
5.3.1 Involvement OF the PArents .........cccooeiiiiiiiinieiieee e e 254
5.3.2 Challenges Facing the Parents ...........cccccivveieiieiieeie e 260
54  Struggling Readers” Engagement with Their ESL Reading (Sub-RQ 1.3) ................ 266
5.4.1 Perceptions OF ESL ......ccoooiiiiiiiiieieie st 266
5.4.2 Challenges Facing the StUAENLS ..........ccveiieiiiiiieese e 267
5.4.3 Perceptions Regarding the Classroom Learning EXperience...........cccocvevevveiveennnns 269
5.5  Discontinuities Between Home and SChool............cccooeiiiiiiiiiiiiie 271
5.6  Differences in Perspectives Expressed between Teacher and Students...................... 273
5.7  Theoretical Discussion of the FINAINGS..........cccoveiieiiiieiiee e 274
5.8 ] o] Lo LA o] 4 13RS 280
5.8.1 Implications for the Home-School Relationship...........c.ccocviiiiiiiiiii 280
5.8.2 Implications for Educational POlICY.............ccooiiiiiiiiiic e 283
5.8.3 Implications for Educators in Understanding Struggling Readers .............c.ccc....... 285
CHAPTER VI: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS .......cccovevvviiiieinne. 287
6.1 T (T L84 T o SRS 287
6.2 SUMMAry of the STUAY ......cccooiiii e 288
6.3 Limitations Of the STUAY...........ciiieiii e 289
6.4  Recommendations for Future RESEArCH ..........ccoviiiiiiiiiic e 290



6.5  Contribution of the StUAY.........cccoiiiiiii e 291

6.6 RETIECLIONS ....oeiiiiiciee et 292
e o N [ TR 295
APPENDICES ... oottt et ettt e et e e et e e aa b e e e s e e e snb e e e nneeeennreeennes 359

Appendix 1: Ethical approval IEter...........coov e 359

Appendix 2: Approval letter for conducting research in Malaysia............ccccceveiieereeiiesnenne. 360

Appendix 3: Research pass for conducting research in Malaysia............cccccooeveiiininnnnnn. 364

Appendix 4: Approval letter for conducting research in the selected school ......................... 365

Appendix 5: Interview guide with the teaCher............cccov e 366

Appendix 6: Interview guide With the Parents..........ccccceece e 368

Appendix 7: Interview guide With the STUJENTS ..........ccoieiiiiiii 370

Appendix 8: Participation information sheet for the teacher ............cccoeoiieiiiiiceene, 371

Appendix 9: Participation information sheet for the parent............ccccccooevvevi e, 376

Appendix 10: Participation information sheet and consent form for the children.................. 381

Appendix 11: Consent form for the teaCher...........covoiici 382

Appendix 12: Consent form for the Parent ..o 383

Appendix 13: Parent’s consent for children form.........c.cccocviiiiiiiiiiii e, 384



Acknowledgments

| am grateful to Allah the Almighty who has granted me the grit and tenacity to complete this
thesis. | would like to express my deep and sincere gratitude to my supervisor, Dr. Mark Payne,

for his unwavering support and priceless guidance throughout my learning trajectory.

| am also thankful to the research participants for volunteering and for their commitment. This

thesis is primarily constructed from their responses and voices.

A special appreciation goes to my husband, Dr. Muhamad Yazid, and my precious children Mus’ab
Al Khair, Amir Al Agwa, the Sheffield-born baby Khalid and the London-born baby Layyina, for

their love and care and for the motivation they provide.

A special mention to my parents, Abdullah Kamal and Khadjah, my parents-in-law, Nor Hashimah
and Yahya, my siblings and siblings-in-law for their continuous prayers and supports.

Thank you to all my friends especially those from School of Education at The University of
Sheffield, and my Malaysian friends in the UK for their companionship and assistance that took
many forms. Not to be forgotten, Jonathan and family in Paignton for their wonderful help.

Last but not least thanks are due to the Ministry of Education Malaysia and Universiti Sains
Malaysia who were the principal funders of my study, and other kind contributors namely the
parliamentary member for Bagan Datuk, YB Dato’ Seri Dr. Ahmad Zahid Hamidi, Yayasan Perak
and Majlis Zakat Negeri Perak.

Xl



Table 1:
Table 2:
Table 3:
Table 4:
Table 5:
Table 6:
Table 7:
Table 8:
Table 9:

Xl

List of Tables

High frequency word list for year 1 StUdeNtS..........ccoeieiiiiiiiiniccee s 15
National educational asseSSMENt SYSTEM .......cccvcviviieieeriiee e 17
Standards to measure year 1 students’ reading attainment............cccocveeviieniieennineennnnnn, 18
Student participants’ demographic information ............c.ccovviiiiieiiiicniciiceeee 109
Parent participants’ demographic information ...........ccccceeviiiiiiiiiiince 109
Teacher participant demographic information.............ccccoeviieiiiiie i, 110
Summary of the findings in relation to the teacher.............cccooveveviei i, 179
Summary of the findings in relation to the participating parents ...........ccccoceeeererennnne 205
Summary of the findings in relation to participating Students............cccccceveniirennnnn 237



List of Figures

Figure 1: Malaysia, a country in the South East ASIan region .........c.ccoceveririnieienenese e 11
Figure 2: The Malaysian educCation JOUINEY .........ccccvvereeieiieeieerieseesieeeesreesteeseesseesseessesneesseenaens 13
Figure 3: A summary of Bronfenbrenner’s ecologica model of human development ................. 34
Figure 4: Reading development emerges from literacy ecology .........c.ccocvrvriiiieiiieiencneseen 38
Figure 5: Conceptual framework of this STUY ..........ccccoiiiiiiiii 39
Figure 6: Research questions, sub-research questions and methods............c.cccoeveveiieieene i, 122
Figure 7: High frequenCy WO [iSt...........coveiiiieiiecc st 164
Figure 8: Reading text - feeding dUCKS ..o 165
Figure 9: Reading teXt - DOAY PArtS.........cuiiiiiieieiieiiciese e 166
Figure 10: The Big BOOK .......ccuiiiiiicc ettt e 167
Figure 11: Year 1 English textbook - Be Clean ...........cccccveiiiiieiicie e 169

Figure 12:
Figure 13:
Figure 14:

PICEUNE CAIGS ...t 169
AL’ ATAWINZ ...t 215
Fairul’s drawing ......ooovviiiiiiieii e 218

Figure 15: IMran’s draWing .........coceeiiiiiiiiieiieese et 222
Figure 16: QA'S AIaWING . ...c.coieieieieiteieseee et bbbttt b 226
Figure 17: Tairan's draWing .......c.coeiiiiiiiiiiicieee bbb 229
FIgure 18: RONI'S AIaWING .......coviiieiiieie ettt ta et be e te e sraenteeteeneennas 232

X1



Abbreviations

ALM - Audiolingual Method

CLT : Communicative Language Teaching

DSP : Dokumen Standard Prestasi / Performance Standard Document

GTM : Grammar Translation Method

EAL : English as a second or additional language

EFL : English as a Foreign Language

ELL : English Language Learners

ESL : English as a Second Language

GTP : Government Transformation Program

HFW : High Frequency Word

LBI . Literasi Bahasa Inggeris / English literacy

LINUS - Literacy and Numeracy Screening

MES : Malaysian Examination Syndicate

MOE : Ministry of Education

MYR : Malaysian Ringgit

NKRAs : National Key Results Areas

NEAS : National Examination Assessment System

NEP : National Philosophy of Education

PPPM : Panduan Perkembangan Pembelajaran Murid / Student Learning Development
Guide

PTA : Parent Teacher Association

UNESCO : United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organizatio

XV



Declaration

I, the author, confirm that the Thesis is my own work. | am aware of the University’s Guidance on

the Use of Unfair Means (www.sheffield.ac.uk/ssid/unfair-means). This work has not been

previously been presented for an award at this, or any other, university.

A publication arising from the thesis is acknowledged below:
1- Kamal, S. S. L. B. A,, (2019). Research paradigm and the philosophical foundations of
a qualitative study. PEOPLE: International Journal of Social Sciences, 4(3), 1386-

1394.

X1


http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/ssid/unfair-means

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

This study, titled ‘An exploration of social, cultural and contextual elements surrounding
struggling readers of English as a second language in the Malaysian classroom’, examines the
dynamic interactions among children (at school and home), parents (at home) and teachers (in the
classroom). Particularly, I highlight the different settings within which the children develop so as
to attain a holistic understanding of the learning experience of Malaysian primary school children
whose first language is Malay and who are struggling to read in English as their second language.
It is a qualitative study involving a group of six struggling readers, seven parents and one principal
teacher as research participants. To achieve the research objective, the multiple voices of different
participants were sought using interviews and observations to obtain a full understanding of the
social, cultural and contextual components that influence the struggling readers’ experiences; data
that was supplemented by document collection and analysis. This section aims to describe the
general background of the study, which includes: 1) introduction; 2) background of the study; 3)
rationale of the study; 4) research aims; 5) research questions; 6) significance of the study; 7)

terminology; 8) overview of the thesis; 9) context of the study and 10) conclusion of the chapter.

1.2 Background of the Study

The principles, ideas, policies and aims of education in Malaysia are conceptualised in the National
Philosophy of Education (henceforth NEP). The NEP was constructed in 1988 and reviewed and
affirmed in the Education Act 1996 (Zulkipli & Ali, 2018). According to the NEP:

Education in Malaysia is an on-going effort towards further developing the potential of individuals
in a holistic and integrated manner, so as to produce individuals who are intellectually, spiritually,
emotionally and physically balanced and harmonious, based on a firm belief in and devotion to
God. Such an effort is designed to produce Malaysian citizens who are knowledgeable and

competent, who possess high moral standards, and who are responsible and capable of achieving



high level of personal well-being as well as being able to contribute to the harmony and betterment

of the family, the society and the nation at large (Ministry of Education, henceforth MOE, 2015a,
p. viii).

In Malaysia, the MOE (2015a) suggests, students should be “equipped with 21st century skills for
them to compete globally” (p. 9). To this end, the MOE (2015a) focuses on the need of students to
acquire bilingual proficiency, as one of the students’ aspirations that is in accordance with the
NEP. Besides being competent in Malay (the national language of Malaysia), being competent in
English is also an important attribute that students are expected to acquire English, as a second
language in Malaysia, has been made compulsory in all Malaysian primary and secondary schools
in order to assist learners to obtain the language and to use it in their daily life, studies and
workplaces (MOE, 2015a). The mastery of English is necessary for individuals to “keep abreast
of scientific and technological developments in the world and to participate meaningfully in

international trade and commerce” (Government of Malaysia, 1976, p. 391).

The Malaysian Government, under the banner of ‘1 Malaysia’ with the principle “People First
Performance Now”, introduced a Government Transformation Programme (henceforth GTP) in
2010 (PEMANDU 2011, p. 2). The GTP, which is steered by the Performance Management and
Delivery Unit within the Prime Minister’s Department, aims to cater for citizens’ most imperative
necessities. The GTP aspires to transform the government’s previous working practices, improving
them by suggesting “real solutions” to the “real issues” that are believed to afflict Malaysia, one
of which is concerning the opportunities for affordable and quality education for all students
(PEMANDU, 2011, p. 2). Six pillars, or National Key Results Areas (henceforth NKRAS) were
highlighted in the GTP, with one of these being “Improving Students’ Outcomes” (PEMANDU,
2011, p. 2). As such, several initiatives have been adopted to realise the aspirations of the
Malaysian Government in the “Improving Students’ Outcomes” agenda. These initiatives include
ensuring that “every child has a high-quality head start, through early childhood education and an
opportunity to be fully literate and numerate” (PEMANDU, 2011, p. 15). It is in this context that
reading English as a second language has become a key educational aim for Malaysian children’s

primary school learning.



As part of the improving student outcomes agenda there has been an increased focus on identifying
and intervening to support students who are struggling with the learning of English. This is
manifested in the implementation of the literacy intervention programme called Literacy and
Numeracy Screening (henceforth LINUS), and later LINUS 2.0, to facilitate improving students’
reading and writing skills. LINUS was introduced in 2010 to identify students in Years 1, 2 and 3
who required additional support in Malay literacy and numeracy. The programme has been found
to have positive outcomes as its aims to raise students’ proficiencies in both Malay literacy and
numeracy were achieved. As a result, in 2013, LINUS was extended to encompass literacy in
English, also known as Literasi Bahasa Inggeris (commonly abbreviated as LBI; Malay), with the
programme being named LINUS 2.0. This nationwide screening programme aimed to assess
students’ ability to master all twelve constructs in the screening test (as explained below), with
this being judged to be sufficient for students to progress through mainstream learning. The MOE
aims for all students, except for special needs students, to be able to achieve the aforementioned
standards by the end of Year 3 (PADU, 2015; PEMANDU, 2014).

LINUS 2.0 screening consists of twelve constructs (MOE, 2017, pp. 2-13), as listed below:

Construct 1:  Able to identify and distinguish letters of the alphabet

Construct 2:  Able to associate sounds with the letters of the alphabet

Construct 3:  Able to blend phonemes into recognisable words

Construct 4:  Able to segment words into phonemes

Construct 5:  Able to understand and use the language at word level.

Construct 6:  Able to participate in daily conversations using appropriate phrases.
Construct 7:  Able to understand and use the language at phrase level in linear texts.
Construct 8:  Able to understand and use the language at phrase level in non-linear texts.
Construct 9:  Able to read and understand sentences with guidance.

Construct 10: Able to understand and use the language at sentence level in non-linear texts.
Construct 11: Able to understand and use the language at paragraph level in linear texts.

Construct 12: Able to construct sentences with guidance.



The screening instruments were developed by the Malaysian Examination Syndicate (henceforth,
MES) and school teachers can then administer the screening, using an assessment manual as a
guideline. Teachers administer the reading screening with students either individually, or in groups
that consist of no more than three students. Students’ performances are measured by their ability
to master these twelve constructs in the screening and their achievements are recorded in the

individual mastery reporting form.

Under LINUS 2.0, each construct was tested three to four items in the screening and students were
allowed to make up to one error in each construct. Students were eligible for mainstream teaching
and learning if they could master all twelve constructs. Students who did not master one or more
of the constructs were taught using the remedial syllabus (MOE, 2015b). In that regard, the MOE
did not mandate a particular technique for teaching reading to such struggling readers. Lessons in
both the mainstream module and remedial module, however, needed to accord with the learning
objectives in the Standard-Based Curriculum for Primary Schools (Bokhari, Rashid & Heng, 2015;
Lee, 2015) which put a heavy emphasis on phonics instructions (MOE, 2015a). Additionally, while
it is permitted to adapt the remedial module, lessons need to be taught in sequence since the module
was arranged in a progressive manner based on the phonics sounds (MOE, 2013a). Moreover,
struggling readers were not pulled out of the mainstream class but learn together with the students

who have achieved mastery in the reading screening (if there are any).

In 2019, the MOE stopped supporting the LINUS 2.0 module formally, as part of a shift towards
a more autonomous approach at school level. Schools are now being encouraged to formulate their
own approaches to identifying and helping struggling readers (Chan, 2018). Although the data
collection for this thesis was conducted under the LINUS 2.0 regime (hence the detailed
introduction to it above), the greater autonomy now allowed to schools actually increases the
relevance and importance of the findings of this study in that schools are now able to take more
account of teacher, parent and child perceptions of the experiences of struggles with reading
English.

1.3 Rationale of the Study



Reading is undoubtedly an essential skill for learners of a second or foreign language (Grabe, 2002;
Huang, 2015). It has also been acknowledged that reading is central to success and needs to be
mastered by ESL students (Anderson, 1999; Thuraisingam, Gopal, Sasidharan, Naimie & Asmawi,
2017). The ability to read will facilitate students to speak fluently (Jacob, 2016; Sadiku, 2015),
attain mastery in grammar, acquire a wide range of vocabulary and develop writing ability
(Mermelstein, 2015; Yaghoubi-Notash, 2015). Reading ability at the primary school level is in
general an issue of concern worldwide (e.g., Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998). In Malaysia, low
literacy attainment among ESL primary school students, particularly in reading and writing, has
long been a concern (Yunus & Chun, 2016). Improving literacy rates has therefore become one of
the priorities in the Malaysian NKRAs (PADU, 2015). According to the MOE, the high percentage
of students with low literacy performance in LINUS 2.0 has remained unresolved since the
implementation of the programme (Sani & Idris, 2013). The Malaysian Government’s target is to

increase ESL literacy rates to 100 percent by 2020 (Harji, Balakrishnan & Letchumanan, 2016).

Reading is perceived “as a dynamic process that involves complex social relationships with
members of their particular sociocultural contexts such as teachers and parents” (Li, 2004, p. 32).
In other words, approaches to supporting reading need to understand and engage a range of
stakeholders. Moreover, children’s learning development, for example in ESL reading, cannot be
separated from the social networks with which the children are surrounded (Bronfenbrenner,
1979). It has been argued that explanations about, and solutions for, struggling readers can never
be straightforward and singular (Allington and Walmsley, 2007). Performance in a reading test
does not simplistically equate to an assessment of the child, and the child alone (Kainz & Vernon-
Feargan, 2007), because students’ development, and their achievement in assessment, is influenced
by their surroundings (Kainz & Vernon-Feargan, 2007). Researchers, therefore, identify that
children’s reading attainment is not positioned completely within the child cognitive ability, or

within the family and classroom processes.

In order to understand children’s experiences, one needs to consider the diverse elements of the
context surrounding the children (Snow et al., 1998). The complexity of those students’
experiences can also be understood by looking at the social, cultural and institutional contexts that
surround the students (Frankel, Jaeger, & Pearson, 2013). “Children’s reading development

emerges from a literacy ecology, or system of systems” (Kainz & Vernon-Feagans, 2007, p. 421).



The authors further recommend that such a concept comprises of at least a few individuals
including the children, parents at home and teachers in the classroom. Research in Malaysia to
date has not touched on these multiple contexts surrounding children in relation to their reading
attainment. For example, a study carried out by Ahmad and Mutalib (2015) focused on teachers’
perspectives of the struggling learners’ issues in Malay, ESL and Mathematics classrooms by using
interviews and classroom observations. In another study which used interviews and classroom
observations, Lee (2015) briefly discussed how struggling readers were taught in the ESL
classroom and the problems facing the teachers in facilitating those students. Bokhari et al., (2015)
also elaborated briefly on the teaching practices and obstacles that teachers faced while working
with struggling readers in the ESL classroom by interviewing the teachers. Additionally, a study
to investigate the benefits of phonics instruction to facilitate reading development in ESL
struggling readers was conducted by Jamaludin, Alias, Khir, DeWitt & Kenayathula (2016).
Another two studies examine the impacts of reading strategies towards ESL students who struggle
in reading (Nordin, Rajab, Nor & Ismail, 2019; Thuraisingam et al., 2017). While these findings
are informative, none of the studies incorporated all stakeholders together, namely students,
parents and teachers. There is also no detailed research of the learning experiences of ESL
struggling readers in the home and classroom contexts concurrently. A lack of understanding of
the impacts of, and interrelations between, these contexts risks the continued marginalisation of

struggling readers in the classroom environment (Garrett, 2012; Mehigan, 2016).

Examining individual development needs to consider the wider “influencing factors and the
context, or ecology, of development” (Hayes, O’Toole & Halpenny, 2017, p. 3). Although
informative, the kinds of studies listed above have been criticised by Bronfenbrenner, who noted
that “much of developmental psychology is the science of the strange behaviour of children in
strange situations with strange adults for the briefest possible period of time” (1977, p. 513).
Overall, therefore, research is increasingly suggesting that examining individual development
needs to consider the wider “influencing factors and the context, or ecology, of development”

(Hayes et al., 2017, p. 3).

The underpinning rationale of this study, therefore, is that a full appreciation of the status of
struggling’ readers demands an exploration of the students’ and their environmental contexts in

order to gain access to understand the influential elements surrounding these children that affect



their development. In realising that rationale the study follows Creswell’s (2014, p. 20) observation
that the task of research is to address issues which “have been neglected in the literature” and “to
lift up” the least investigated voices of participants in previous research to explore “real-life” issues

discovered in settings such as homes, classrooms and schools.

Creswell (2014) also believes that a qualitative approach, such as the one that | have adopted in
this study, is highly suggested for phenomena that are under-researched so as better to understand
the issues investigated. A full understanding of the status of struggling readers, therefore, demands
an attempt to fill the gaps left by previous studies by exploring the struggling readers’ experience
in the ESL classroom through interviews with students, parents and teachers, in addition to

classroom observation and documentary analysis.

1.4 Research Aim

Children’s learning development occurs through interactions between the children and their
environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In other words, children’s development happens within their
environmental systems. To capture this comprehensive process, one needs to understand the
impacts of the environments in which children actively participate. As suggested by Lerner (2005,
p. X), research needs to pay attention to the way children progress in the contexts illustrative of
their real world, or their “ecologically valid settings”. Such an approach is essential because
children’s development does not occur in isolation but is “embedded within and across” other
settings, including home, family, school and community (Hayes et al., 2017, p. 45). Conversely,
examining students’ development in such a fashion will help understand “the dynamic
relationships between the developing individual and the integrated, multilevel ecology of human
development” (Lerner, 2005, p. ix). This study, therefore, aims to reveal an in-depth understanding
of the different contexts that surround the struggling readers that play a role in influencing their
perspectives and development. It does this by looking at the positions of different social members,
including the teacher, the parents and the students themselves. Finally, this study aims to explore
the implications of these findings for the system surrounding ESL struggling readers in the

Malaysian context.



1.5 Research Questions

According to Bryman (2012), research questions need to highlight clearly what it is the researcher
intends to understand. Research questions are interrelated to one another to develop a “coherent
set of issues” (Bryman, 2012, p. 89). The development of research questions begins the familiarity
with the topic (Haynes, 2006) which is usually obtained from the robust synthesis of literature
related to the topic (Okpala, 2017). After taking these elements into considerations, | formulated

an overarching research question as follows:

1- How do the social, cultural and contextual elements surrounding struggling ESL students

influence their experiences of English language reading in the Malaysian classroom?

In order to answer this research question, | devised five sub-research questions to guide me in

undertaking the research:

1.1 How does the teacher work with the struggling readers?

1.2 How do the participating parents work with their children at home?

1.3 How do the students themselves engage with their ESL reading?

1.4 How do the environmental contexts interact to influence struggling readers’
experiences of reading?

1.5 What are the implications for education policy and practice in Malaysia?

Although the sub-research questions appear as stand-alone questions, or as targeted for each group
of participants (the students, parents and teacher), they complement one another to produce a broad

understanding of the experience of the ESL struggling readers in the Malaysian setting.

1.6 Significance of the Study

This study is significant because it reveals a snapshot of how parents and a teacher are involved
with struggling readers’ learning in the context where Malay is their first language and English is
their second language. In so doing, it extends research in the field of ESL struggling readers within
the Malaysian primary classroom. A particularly significant contribution is its conscious attempt



“to look beyond individual development and to take account of wider influencing factors and the
context, or ecology, of development” (Hayes et al., 2017, p. 3), for the first time in the Malaysian

educational literature.

This exploration is also significant because it privileges the narrative of under-researched parents
of ESL students dealing with their children’s learning at home. A further significance of this study
is that it includes the incorporation of young students’ voices pertinent to their learning experience
with ESL reading, which has also been under-studied hitherto. By combining the investigation of
students’ perspectives with parents’ and teachers’ thoughts and practices, this study produces a
comprehensive approach to understanding the experience of ESL struggling readers in the
Malaysian context, and uses this to suggest ways in which those students can be supported more
effectively.

The findings from this investigation therefore have implications for the system surrounding
struggling readers in a Malaysian context, including for how schools relate with parents, how
teachers understand the needs of struggling readers, as well as for educational policymakers in
Malaysia more generally. This study also follows the tradition of growing interest in research
pertaining to young learners who learn English that highlights the question of “how children learn
languages” and demystifies the ‘dated’ questions on whether “it is best to start learning a language

early” or whether “children can learn two languages at the same time” (Garton & Copland, 2019,

pp. 1-2).

1.7 Context of the Study

The preceding sections have made repeated reference to Malaysia as the context of this study. In
this section, therefore, | introduce that context formally by providing a brief overview of the socio-
cultural, socio-political and socio-economic aspects of Malaysia. After that, |1 describe the
educational system in Malaysia with a focus on recent developments regarding English language

education that were implemented during my data collection period in 2017.



1.7.1 General Facts about Malaysia

This section provides an overview of Malaysia, including its geography, politics and demographics
(ethnic groups, religions and languages). The name ‘Malaysia’ is derived from the word ‘Malay’
and the Latin-Greek suffix ‘-sia"/-oia’ (Room, 2004). Through the course of its history, Malaysia
has been known by several other names, such as ‘Tanah Melayu’ (Malay land) (Din, 2011) and
‘Federation of Malaya’ (Suarez, 1999). Malaysia has a population of approximately 32,288,512
people (United Nations, 2019) and consists of thirteen states and three federal territories. The
country is made up of two regions which are separated by the South China Sea: namely, Peninsular
Malaysia (comprising eleven states and two federal territories) and East Malaysia, on the island of
Borneo (comprising two more states and one federal territory). Malaysia is located in South East
Asia and shares borders with Thailand, Singapore, Vietnam, Indonesia, Brunei and Philippines.
Malaysia’s total area is about 330,345 km? (Ahmad, Lockard, Bee & Leinbach, 2020). The capital
of Malaysia is Kuala Lumpur, but since 1999 Putrajaya has been its administrative centre.
Malaysian households are categorised into three groups, namely B40, M40 and T20 (Department
of Statistics Malaysia, 2017). B40 is classified as the bottom 40% of households with a monthly
income in Malaysian Ringgit (henceforth MYR) of 3900 MYR, M40 is characterised as the middle
40% of households, with a monthly income between MYR 3900 and MYR 6275. For the T20
group or the top 20% of households, the monthly income is above MYR 6275.

Malaysia is a multi-ethnic, multi-religious and multi-lingual country. The main racial groups in
Malaysia are Bumiputera, which consists of Malays and other indigenous people (68.6%), Chinese
(23.4%) and Indians (7.0%) (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2016). Each ethnic group adopts
a distinct culture, tradition and language. In terms of religion and belief, Islam is declared as the
religion of the federation (Bari, 2005); however, Malaysians have been granted by freedom to

profess and to practise any religion (Husin & Ibrahim, 2016).
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Figure 1. Malaysia, a country in the South East Asian region (Source: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2020)

The majority of Malaysians profess Islam as their religion (61.3%). Buddhism is the next most
professed religion (19.8%), followed by Christianity (9.2%) and Hinduism (6.3%) (Population and
Housing Census of Malaysia, 2010). The Malay language is the national language of the country
and widely spoken by people from all walks of life. The Malay language has also been used for
official purposes (Yaakop & Aziz, 2014) after the country gained independence. Besides that,
about 134 other languages have been identified as living languages used by Malaysians across the
country (Simons & Fennig, 2017). These languages include languages spoken by Chinese and

Indians who make up the largest population groups after Bumiputera.

Latin (Rumi) script is the official script of Malaysia as stated in The National Language Act 1967,
but people of Malaysia are allowed to use the Jawi script which is also considered to be a Malay
script, and was adopted from the Arabic language. English has been positioned as an active second
language in Malaysia and continues to be a significant second language in the constitution (Azman,
2016). Besides that, the language is allowed to be used in some official functions too. Globalisation
has driven the widespread use of the English language in the new millennium. The language has
not only been seen as a tool of communication but also a way of opening windows on the wider

world. As such, the English language is regarded as a catalyst of economic progress and
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development of international understanding. Mastery of the English language is therefore valued

and deemed essential for Malaysians (Azman, 2016).

1.7.2 Education in Malaysia

The educational system in Malaysia consists of several stages (as shown in Figure 2): preschool
education, primary education, secondary education, post-secondary education and tertiary
education. Children can start preschool in government-run schools when they are four years old.
Education is compulsory at primary school level (MOE, 2012) and begins when children reach
seven. Schooling has been made compulsory since 2003. The primary school system is divided
into level 1 for Years 1 to 3 and level 2 for Years 4 to 6. Secondary education starts when children
reach thirteen. The secondary school system has two phases: lower secondary education for Forms
1 to 3 and higher secondary education for Forms 4 and 5. Students can continue their study into
Form 6 or in other colleges and institutions before moving to an institute of higher education or
entering the world of work. Free education is provided for students in primary and secondary
schools, which includes school tuition fees and examination fees. All students are also entitled to

free text books.

There are fourteen types of primary and secondary schools in Malaysia, which are controlled by
the government (MOE, 2015c). The main primary schools in Malaysia, and the most attended
ones, are National primary schools, Chinese national-type schools and Tamil national-type
schools. While National primary school students use Malay as a medium of instruction, National-
type Chinese school students use Mandarin as their medium of instruction and National-type Tamil

school students use Tamil as their medium of instruction.

1.7.2.1 English Language Teaching

The objective of English language teaching for primary school students is to facilitate students
interaction in diverse situations based on their developmental level (MOE, 2012). A standardised
English language curriculum has been used in primary schools. The curriculum, which outlines
the course objectives and syllabus, has been developed under the guidance of the NEP (MOE,
2013b).

12



POST-SECONDARY
& TERTIARY

UPPER
SECONDARY

LOWER
SECONDARY

PRE-
SCHOOL

" 1YEAR

PRIMARY

5+
years old

X

Figure 2: The Malaysian education journey (Source: MOE, 2013b)

When the data for my study were collected, teaching and learning was based on the Standards-
based Curriculum for Primary School. The syllabus has been designed to provide students with
the language skills to allow them to use the language in multiple contexts, in accordance with their
level of development (MOE, 2015a). The core pedagogical principles of the English language
curriculum are: i) back to basics; ii) fun, meaningful and purposeful learning; iii) learner-
centredness in teaching and learning; iv) integration of new technology; and v) character building
(MOE, 2015a, pp. 4-5).

Back to basics is highlighted as one the core pedagogical principles of the English language
curriculum and represents a focus on the acquisition of basic literacy for a strong foundation of
language skills (MOE, 2015a). This goal can be achieved through several activities, inter alia
reading through phonics, to help students thrive in reading, and the use of penmanship to assist
students practising their writing skills (MOE, 2015a). Fun, meaningful and purposeful learning
focusses on the need for the lessons to be contextualised and significant to promote student
engagement in learning. Fun learning and student-centred lessons that are meaningful is also

suggested to be important in helping effective learning takes place. The methods, materials and
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lessons which are planned and executed need to be tailored to students’ different needs and
abilities. This is essential to help realise students’ full potential. Quality instructions, adequate time
and appropriate learning environments also need to be provided to the students to assist their
learning (MOE, 2015a). The use of electronic media, such as the Internet, is recommended to help
student learning to become more engaging. Given technology’s increasingly central role in
communication, obtaining information and knowledge and connecting with people worldwide, it
is clearly now a vital tool to assist students in their learning. The integration within teaching and
learning of values is also important to help the character building of the students, so as to produce

well-rounded and wholesome individuals (MOE, 2015a).

The English language curriculum has been organised in a “modular configuration” by focusing on
five modules for Years 1 and 2 (MOE, 20153, p. 15). These are listening and speaking, reading,
writing and language arts. Year 3 sees the introduction of a grammar element. The aforementioned
modules aim to develop the main language skills and sub-skills using activities with clear
objectives in meaningful contexts. A total of 300 minutes have been allocated for students to learn
English in a week. Even though the modules are taught separately, in each period teachers are
expected and encouraged to organise their teaching so that all the language skills are developed in
a coherent and cohesive way. The teaching contexts of English language in the primary school
revolve around World of Self, Family and Friends, World of Stories and World of Knowledge

which aim to make the lessons more relevant to the students (MOE, 2015a, p. 7).

A few teaching and learning strategies have been documented in the curriculum, such as
constructivism, contextual learning and multiple intelligences (MOE, 2015a, pp .9-10). In
constructivism, it has been suggested that the teacher facilitates the students to construct new
knowledge by using the present knowledge that the students already have. In contextual learning,
the teacher is expected to link the students’ daily life experiences and the community which the
students belong to with the content of the lessons. In multiple intelligences, teachers need to
consider the different intelligences that the students have to cater for the students’ learning styles
and necessities. This range of teaching and learning strategies is expected to be used to facilitate
the achievement of defined objectives. In relation to reading, three broad objectives have been

stated in the English curriculum for Year 1 students, as follows:
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1) Pupils will be able to apply knowledge of sounds of letters to recognise words in linear
and non-linear texts.

2) Pupils will be able to demonstrate understanding of a variety of linear and non-linear
texts in the form of print and non-print materials using a range of strategies to construct
meaning.

3) Pupils will be able to read independently for information and enjoyment.

(MOE, 20154, p. 35)

To this end, one of the most highlighted methods for teaching reading has been the phonics method
(MOE, 2015a). This method is suggested to guide Year 1 students in reading until they become
independent readers. It is essential to teach students a few skills related to the phonics method,
such as blending, segmenting and the relationship between phonemes and graphemes. High
frequency words have also been listed for students to master and teachers have the freedom to
increase the word list depending on students’ perceived abilities and understandings, and on any
particular topics being taught by the teacher (MOE, 2015a). The high frequency word list that Year

1 students are expected to master is displayed in Table 1 below.

Table 1: High frequency word list for year 1 students (Source: MOE, 20154, pp. 62-63)

I Go Come | Went Up You Day Was
Look | Are The of We This Dog Me
Like Going Big She And They My See
On Away Mother | It At Play No Yes
For A Father | Can He Am All Is
Cat Get Said To In about after Again
An Another | As back Ball Be because | Bed
Been | Boy brother | but By call(ed) | came can’t
Could | Did Do don’t Dig Door down First
From | Girl Good got Had Half Has Have
Help Her Here Him His home House How
If Jump Just Last Laugh Little live(d) Love
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Made | Make Man many May more Much Must
Name | Mew Next night Not Now Off Old
Once | One Or Our Out Over people Push
Pull Put Ran Saw School | Seen should Sister
So Some Take Than That Their Them Then
there | These Three | Time Too Took Tree Two
Us Very Want water Way Were What When
where | Who Will With Would Your

common | pupils’ name and | numbers days of the | months of

colour name and | address of | totwenty | week the year

words | address school

1.7.2.2 Assessment

The assessment policy in the Malaysian classroom has recently undergone several changes.
Although for a long time the system was characterised by an exam-oriented culture (Fook & Sidhu,
2012; Malakolunthu & Sim, 2010) it has now shifted to a more authentic means of assessment that
is ongoing, developmental, and that measures students’ abilities more accurately. The new form
of assessments, namely the National Educational Assessment System (henceforth NEAS), was
introduced in order to focus on students’ academic and character development as well as their

involvement in extra-curricular activities (MES), 2011).

NEAS is a combination of public examinations and school-based assessment. There are five forms
of assessment: (i) central examination; (ii) central assessments; (iii) school assessments; (iv)
psychometric tests; and (v) physical activity, sport and co-curriculum assessment (MOE, 2007).
Central examination refers to the public examination (Ong, 2010). Students in primary school
undergo the Primary School Evaluation Test or Ujian Penilaian Sekolah Rendah (UPSR) at the
end of Year 6. Central assessment is assessment conducted in schools according to guidelines
provided and standards set by the MOE, such as Science Practical Tests for Year 6 students. School
assessments are carried out by teachers using instruments such as tests, quizzes, observations,
presentations and checklists. Psychometric tests measure students’ problem-solving skKills,

thinking skills, personality, attitude and interest. Physical activity, sport and co-curriculum
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assessment aims to obtain information about students’ physical capacities and their involvement
in sport and extra-curricular activities (MES, 2011). Table 2 below summarises the implementation
of the NEAS in primary schools, which occurred in parallel with the period during which the data
for this study was collected. Since my study focuses on Year 1 students, | will further highlight
school assessment because that is the only assessment relevant to the students who study in this

level.

Table 2: National educational assessment system (Source: Adapted from MOE, 2007; 2012)

Primary School
1 2 3 4 5 6

Central Examination (UPSR)

Central Assessment

School Assessment

Psychometric Assessment

Physical Activity, Sports and Co-curricular

Assessment

School assessments for primary school students are based on the Standards-based Curriculum for
Primary School or Kurrikulum Standard Sekolah Rendah (KSSR). Teaching and learning activities
and assessment are conducted based on the Performance Standard Document or Dokumen
Standard Prestasi (DSP). The document is divided into Content Standard and Learning Standard
parts. Content Standard refers to the knowledge and language skills that students are required to
learn. The Learning Standard, meanwhile, stipulates the amount or quality of language competency
students need to obtain with reference to the Content Standard. This assessment practice aims to
report the learning development of students in a more unbiased way, since students are assessed
according to their abilities. Grades and marks are no longer the focus; rather what students know
and can do matter the most and is therefore acknowledged. Student progress must be reported
online and teachers also need to keep a record of the student progress in the students’ individual
files. In addition to the school assessment based on DSP, schools in Malaysia also implement
written examinations that measure students’ performances by using grades and marks mainly for

classroom streaming. Such assessments are carried out a few times a year which include tests in
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March and September, a mid-year test and an end-of-year test. The results of these tests are
recorded in an online portal. Students’ families can access the results by logging in to the portal.
Parents are also usually notified of their children’s results during parent and teacher meeting

sessions that usually happen twice a year.

In 2014, an amendment was made to the DSP, substituting it with the Student Learning
Development Guide or Panduan Perkembangan Pembelajaran Murid (PPPM) (MES, 2014).
PPPM is a less complicated and feasible guideline because it consists of just two elements: bands
and descriptor. Student progress is also no longer reported online and the filing system for students
has been discontinued. These changes were made because many teachers believed that it is hugely
time consuming to juggle record-keeping procedures with the many other duties of teachers.
Students’ results are now kept in an offline form. An example of how student proficiency is
assessed in reading is shown in Table 3 below. Students will be assessed three times in a year and

the record must be submitted to the school administration for their reference.

Table 3: Standards to measure year 1 students’ reading attainment (Source: MOE, n.d, p.3)
Skill Band | Descriptor

Reading | 1 * Identify and distinguish the letters of the alphabet correctly.

» Recognise and articulate initial, medial and the final sounds in
single syllable words accurately.

* Blend phonemes into recognisable words and read them aloud
clearly.

» Segment words into phonemes to spell accurately. (single syllable

word)

2 Read and recognise words by matching words with graphics and

spoken words appropriately

3 Read and understand phrases and sentences in linear and non-linear

texts with guidance

4 Follow instructions from simple linear and non-linear texts correctly

5 Read simple fiction and non-fiction texts for information and answer

WH question words correctly
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6 Choose and read simple fiction and non-fiction texts extensively

Apart from the School Assessment, Year 1 students also undergo a literacy screening programme
(LINUS 2.0), which was highlighted in Section 1.2 above.

1.8 Terminology

A clarification of terminology is essential in any research. In this study | explain two terms that
have become part of my research title and will be used throughout my research. First, the term
struggling readers. Struggling’ is a vague word hence there are many means to illustrate struggling
readers (Wiggs, 2012). In addition, the term struggling readers has variable interpretations and can
be used to describe students with different issues (Alvarez, Armstrong, Elish-Piper, Matthews &
Risko, 2009). Some may find the term ‘struggling’ potentially pejorative but the term is widely
utilised in professional circles and therefore widely understood in the Malaysian context (e.g.
Jamaludin et al., 2016; Nordin et al., 2019; Thuraisingam et al., 2017) and internationally (e.g.
Garrett, 2012; Li, 2004; Vaughn et al., 2006; Wiggs, 2012). Additionally, in my opinion, there is
not really a widely-accepted alternative for this term. While | can see why it is the kind of term
that some people will worry is “labelling” children, it is actually quite hard to think of short
alternatives that could not also be seen as “labelling” (and ultimately if one is to discuss how to
help these children one has to settle on some term to enable that discussion, even if it is not perfect).
When the term ‘struggling’ readers is used in this thesis, therefore, it is not intended to convey a
judgmental message regarding these children. Moreover the description of ‘struggling’ readers in
my study is a little unique: they are not only ESL struggling readers, they are other things as well.
Students in my study: (a) achieve non-mastery results in the reading screening (LBI); (b) score
below a passing mark in the school English tests, signifying they had difficulties with reading; (c)

have reading issues as reported by their teacher; and (d) studied in the low attaining class.

Second, it is also important to explain how | define the term ESL students in my study. Even
though | am aware of the difference with the terms ‘second’, ‘foreign’ and ‘additional’ languages,
as employed by some researchers and language teachers (Bass-Dolivan, 2011), for the purpose of
this study, I do not differentiate between the terms. The idea of ESL which is utilised throughout
my work takes into consideration the explanation offered by the United Nations Educational,
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Scientific and Cultural Organization (henceforth UNESCO) that it represents “a language acquired
by a person in addition to his [sic] mother tongue” (as cited in Cook, 2008, p. 12). ESL students
in my study are defined as students who learn a second language that is “learning of languages

other than the native language, in whatever situation or for whatever purpose” (Cook, 2008, p. 12).

1.9 Overview of the Thesis

This study aims to explore the learning experiences of ESL struggling readers at home and school
in the Malaysian context. The findings of this study lead to implications regarding the system
surrounding the struggling reader. This thesis is split into six chapters, with each chapter
containing a conclusion summarising the main points and issues. The first chapter is an
introduction to the study which enlightens the reader on the background and research context of
the study, and its objectives and significance. The terminology and overview of the thesis is also
explained in the first chapter, along with a description of the general context of Malaysia and its
education system. Chapter two begins with the theoretical framework used to make sense of the
findings of my study. This chapter then provides a review of the literature pertaining to the social,
cultural and contextual elements surround ESL struggling readers, with a particular focus on the
three broad elements identified in the sub-research questions, namely teaching instruction, parental
involvement and ESL students’ perspectives on and involvement in ESL reading. The chapter also

identifies issues facing parents and teachers when working with these children.

The methodology chapter is presented in the third chapter. This chapter begins with an explanation
of the constructivist paradigm, along with the research design adopted for this study. Chapter three
also details the data collection method, participating individuals and school, ethical considerations
and the approach to data analysis. Chapter four utilises the main themes that emerged from the
data to present the findings of the research according to each of the three sub-research questions.
The discussion of the findings is presented in chapter five, examining the themes in the findings
in relation to existing knowledge as summarised in the literature review. Theoretical discussion

and implications of the study are also elaborated in this thesis.

Chapter six summarises the main findings and outlines the limitations of this study.

Recommendations for future research are also offered. This chapter ends with thoughts on the

20



contribution of the study and reflections over the course of completing this thesis. At the end of

the thesis, a list of references is found, along with appendices of relevant documents.

1.10 Conclusion

In this chapter, | have presented preliminary information to familiarise readers with the bedrock,
purpose and value of this research. The chapter also offers an overview of the context of my study
which encapsulates general facts and context about Malaysia and the education system in
Malaysia. Specifically, I describe the English language teaching modules, the teaching of reading
and the assessment which | derived from the established curriculum that was referred to by
educators during my data collection period in 2017. | also outline the substance of the five
subsequent chapters of this thesis in turn. Chapter two will now discuss the literature on ESL
struggling readers’ experiences by looking at the three main aspects revolving around the sub-
research question, namely the way teachers work with their students, the way parents work with

their children, and students’ perceptions concerning their learning experiences.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

The literature review is an integral part of the PhD process, serving to identify the existing
knowledge related to the research questions (Bullock, 2014). Literature is described as “the
theoretical or conceptual writing in an area (the “think” pieces) and the empirical data-based
research studies in which someone has gone out and collected and analysed data” (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016, p. 90). It encompasses “what has been said, who said it, and sets out prevailing
theories and methodologies” (Hammond & Wellington, 2013, p. 99). In undertaking a literature
review, “the researcher examines existing research to identify useful information and strategies or

activities for carrying out the study” (Gay, Mill & Airasian, 2012, p. 16).

Based on the introductory discussion above, the rest of the chapter is structured as follows. Section
2.2 introduces the theoretical framework for the research, focusing on the different theoretical
perspectives on the processes involved in learning to read, and then on Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological model of human development as providing a conceptual framework for understanding
the influences on the overall learning process. Sections 2.3 to 2.5 then build on that conceptual
framework to examine in more detail the literature relating to the core contextual influences on
early reading that this thesis focuses on in particular, namely teachers, parents and students

themselves.

2.2 Theoretical Framework

221 Introduction

Theories are described as lenses through which to study a phenomenon (Anfara, 2008, p. 6) or “the
spectacles” that an individual researcher wears in viewing a happening (Imenda, 2014, p. 185).
Although it has been acknowledged that “atheoretical research is impossible” (Schwandt, 1993, p.
7), no theories can provide an impeccable explanation of what is being investigated because
theories can only cover certain elements of the event being explored, thus unavoidably concealing
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other elements (Anfara, 2008). In a study, theory can be utilised wholly or partly (Imenda, 2014)
to provide explanations about or to make sense of an occurrence (Anfara, 2008; Wellington &
Szczerbinski, 2007).

This study aims to investigate struggling ESL primary school students’ English language reading
experiences in the Malaysian context by looking at the ways the teacher and parents work with
those students, as well as the students’ perspectives on their learning experiences. To support that,
a number of established theories of language learning are presented below. The theories offer
options for justifying the learning process in relation to reading in a second language. | adopt two
lenses that contribute to the understanding of struggling readers’ learning experiences in this study,
namely cognitive or psycholinguistic perspectives of reading, and sociocultural perspectives of
reading (Mokotedi, 2012; Shin & Crandell, 2019) that provide detail concerning the nature of
learning second language reading from a wider viewpoint (Mokotedi, 2012). The cognitive process
of reading focuses on bottom-up, top-down and interactive reading models and on schemata
theory. The sociocultural process of reading is founded on social constructivist theory. Apart from
language learning theories, this study also puts forward Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of
human development (1979) as a theoretical framework explaining the context and system
surrounding ESL struggling readers’ learning experiences, and the interactions among these
contexts. This section, therefore, starts by examining language learning theories and then sets out
in detail the Ecological Systems theory proposed by Bronfenbrenner.

2.2.2 Cognitive Perspectives of Reading

One perspective on reading is that it is a cognitive or psycholinguistic process. Cognitive views
highlight the “individual and the mental processes which are orchestrated in the act of reading”
(Mokotedi, 2012, p. 16). Purcell-Gates and her colleagues define cognitive views on reading as
reflective, concentrating on human aptitudes of the mind comprising of “perception and attention,
representations of knowledge, memory and learning, problem solving and reasoning, and language
acquisition, production and comprehension” (Purcell-Gates, Jacobson & Degener, 2006, p. 42).
The perspectives also help us to understand the needs of linguistic characteristics across languages

(Wyse, Sugrue, Fentiman & Moon, 2014), and more straightforwardly can be described as “the
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process of understanding speech written down. The goal is to gain access to meaning” (Ziegler &
Goswami, 2005, p. 3). The next sub-sections discuss reading models and theory that are related to

cognitive or psycholinguistic perspectives of reading.

2.2.2.1 Bottom-up Reading Model

In this study | agree with the arguments put forth by researchers who employed reading theories
interchangeably with reading models (Harries & Sipay, 1985; Maarof, 1998; Manzo & Manzo,
1990). That approach reflects the arguments by Cohen et al. (2005, p. 12) who described both
theories and models as terms that are sometimes utilised interchangeably as “explanatory devices

or schemes having a broadly conceptual framework”.

Three types of reading models have been discussed in the literature in relation to students who
learn English as a second language (Blunden-Greef, 2014; Gunderson, 2009; Nuna, 2015; Prasad,
Maarof & Yamat, 2016; Shin & Crandall, 2019). The models include bottom-up, top-down and
the combination of bottom-up and top-down models. The bottom-up reading model, also known
as the skilled model (Gunderson, 2009), was proposed by Gough (1972) and is regarded as a
significant model that was framed during the era of information-processing. The model “portrays
processing in reading as proceeding in serial fashion, from letter to sound, to words, to meaning”
(Liu, 2010, p. 154). In this model, the activity of reading is directed by written text and begins
from components to the whole (Boothe & Walter, 1999). Early readers create meaning from the
structural units of language, including letters, words, phrases, clauses and sentences. Texts are
processed into phonemic units which signify lexical definition and are created in a linear way
(Hudson, 2007). The process incorporates i) eye fixation, ii) letter identification, iii) phonological
representation, iv) understanding of words serially from left to right, and v) absorption of visual
stimuli (Hamed, 2016, p. 25). The model reflects that reading activity involves a sequence of steps
that progresses in a set order, beginning with “building phonemic awareness, which helps
discriminate sounds in English, and then moving on to learning the relationship between the sounds
and letters in order to decode words” (Shin & Crandall, 2019, p. 189). Meanings start from
individual letters which are then constructed together into words, sentences so as ultimately to

deliver significant meanings (Adams, 1990). Educators who utilise this approach in the classroom
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concentrate on building phoneme and word recognition in order to lead the students towards an
understanding of meaning (Brown, 2007). In this model, it is believed that learning to read
demands understanding that speech sounds are represented by print which is considered as a code
(Macmillan, 1997). This is the underpinning of the phonics approach that was discussed earlier in
Section 2.3.2.1 (Nunan, 2015; Pardede, 2008).

2.2.2.2 Top-down Reading Model

The second model, the top-down approach, is also known as the whole language approach (Prasad,
et al., 2016) and was proposed by Goodman (1976). In contrast to the bottom-up approach, this
model involves the process in reverse, from the whole to the components. Phonics is not commonly
considered as an element in this approach (Trepanier, 2009) because the aim is to “make sense of
written language rather than sounding out the print” (Smith, 1994, p. 2). This model also focuses
on the readers’ roles in which the reader’s reading objectives and expectations are taken into
account (Grabe & Stoller, 2001). Readers in the top-down approach are therefore not text-bound
because pictures in the text and previous knowledge are deemed useful to attain meaning from the
reading materials. Prior knowledge is also employed for readers to compare the currently-read text
with what is previously known (Manzo and Manzo, 1995, p. 16). Smith (1994) also argued that to
verify what is delivered from the text, readers sample the text rather than read each single word in
the text. In this model, reading also involves the process of linking information in the text with the
knowledge that readers bring to the reading action (Pardede, 2008). It short, it involves a dialogue
between reader and text in which readers’ background knowledge is taken into account to create
the meaning of the text (Tierney & Pearson, 1981). This model is also described as “a
psycholinguistic guessing game [which] involves an interaction between thought and language. ..
selecting the fewest, most productive cues necessary to produce guesses which are right the first
time” (Goodman, 1967, p. 127). The Look-and-Say or whole word, approach introduced in Section
2.3.2.2 is a reading approach associated with the top-down model (Maddox & Feng, 2013;
Nofiandari, 2016; Soler, 2016).
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2.2.2.3 Interactive Reading Model

The interactive reading model is the third reading model explained by Shin & Crandall (2019).
Chall (1967), author of Learning to Read: The Great Debate, sought to cut through the debate
between bottom-up (phonics) and top-down (whole word) approaches to teaching reading to young
students by combining the two into a single approach (Baumann, Hoffman, Moon & Duffy-Hester,
1998). This model is referred to, variously, as balanced reading instructions (Gunderson, 2009),
the balanced literacy approach (Shin & Crandall, 2019) or the interactive reading model (Nunan,
2015).

According to Gunderson (2009), the label ‘balanced reading’ was established in the mid-1990s by
researchers who understood that characteristics of both phonics and whole-language instructions
were useful to learners. Present day academics recommend utilising an interactive reading model
that suggests readers employ both bottom-up and top-down processing skills at the same time
during the reading process in learning second languages (Shin & Crandall, 2019). Such a process
employs both schematic knowledge and decoding skills at the level of the letter or word to
understand text (Herrera, Perez & Escamilla, 2015). The approach has been suggested by many
researchers and practitioners of ESL reading for young students (Hakimi et al., 2014; Pardede,
2008; Shin & Crandall, 2019) because it is believed to be the best way to facilitate young students
to read successfully (e.g. National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2000;
Hakimi et al., 2014) and assists in reducing reading difficulties (August & Shanahan, 2006).
Teachers are advised “to be sure to take a balanced literacy approach that helps” young students

develop both their “bottom-up and top-down processing skills” (Shin & Crandall, 2019, p. 190).

In the interactive model, both the bottom-up and the top-down processes should be happening at
all stages at the same time. The reader may utilise the bottom-up process as a foundation to
understand the words in a text and then switch to the top-down process to accomplish higher-level

understanding of the meaning (Zakaluk, 1996).

Hakimi et al. (2014) proposed that the interactive reading model should be utilised when teaching

reading to young English learners in Iran. From their study, they discovered that the use of phonics
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and look-and-say techniques together improved the reading development of young students.
Conversely, depending too much on one technique alone may cause problems for young ESL
readers (Pardede, 2008). Another study, by Prasad et al. (2016), exploring teachers’ opinions of
the reading models used in the ESL reading classroom in Malaysia, revealed that the study
participants recommended including the whole word approach (or look-and-say) alongside
phonics so as to support young ESL students’ reading development. Similar findings were reported
by Apandi and Nor (2019) in their study; teachers of struggling ESL readers in Malaysian
classrooms believed that the use of both phonics and whole words together serves to reinforce

students’ progress in reading.

2.2.2.4 Schema Theory

Besides the three reading models stated earlier, schema theory is another theory related to cognitive
perspectives of reading. This theory is considered to be closely associated with the top-down
reading model. In schema theory, both background knowledge and past knowledge about the
formation of texts are deemed important to comprehend a text (Aebersold & Field, 1997).
According to Pardede (2008), in schema theory, one’s knowledge and past experiences related to
the world is necessary to interpret text. Schemes are defined by Smith (1994) as the “extensive
representations of more general patterns or regularities that occur in our experience” or our “pre-
existent knowledge of the world” (Cook, 1989, p. 69). Mokotedi (2012) further explained that
prior knowledge or existing ideas about the world kept in mental images are denoted as schema.
Every one of us carries mental representations of typical circumstances that we have encountered
in our heads (Urquhart & Weir, 1998). For example, “one’s generic scheme of an airplane will
allow him to make sense of an airplane he has not previously flown with” (Pardede, 2008, p. 7).
In other words, one’s previous experience will be associated with new experiences which may
incorporate the knowledge of “objects, situations, and events as well as knowledge of procedures
for retrieving, organising and interpreting information” (Kucer, 1987, p. 31). Besides that, it is also
argued that “a reader comprehends a message when he is able to bring to mind a schema that gives
account of the objects and events described in the message” (Anderson, 1994, p. 469). To
understand, the process involves “activating or constructing a schema that provides a coherent

explanation of objects and events mentioned in a discourse” (Anderson, 1994, p. 473). The
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interaction between old and new information is a process involved in comprehension (Anderson
& Pearson, 1988, p. 38). Stott (2001) has claimed that, due to insufficient schema, some second
language readers might have problems forming these relationships between background
knowledge and text before, while and after reading. Enhancing schemata necessitates students to
enhance new knowledge and add information to the present one. Schema therefore need to be
constructed and stimulated throughout the process of reading (Aebersold & Field, 1997; Urquhart
& Weir, 1998), which can be done by using multiple clues including pictures, book headlines or
descriptions and having discussions with students that align with their cultural background so as

to assist them process the text (Harmer, 2007; McDonough, 1995).

It is suggested that by dividing a lesson into three stages, pre-, while and post-reading, teachers
can invent activities that help develop students’ comprehension (PDST, 2014). Pre-reading
activities aim to assist students to have the relevant schema and to identify students’ prior
knowledge. Among the recommended activities that can be utilised are: predicting the topic of the
text; discussing the topic and introducing vocabularies relevant to the text, especially for new or
difficult words; talking about the pictures; and modelling the right reading approach. (Caddy,
2015; Pardede, 2018). During reading, it is suggested that teachers model fluent reading, encourage
students to read fluently, develop students’ comprehension of the text by asking questions,
encourage the use of new words and discuss about the text (Caddy, 2015). These activities aim to
assist students to become active readers. In the post-reading stage, teachers are recommended to
ask students to read particular sections or sentences fluently to respond to questions, and to ask
students to talk about significant events and their personal views by including the new vocabularies
they have learnt (Caddy, 2015).

2.2.3 Sociocultural Perspectives of Reading

Another perspective for looking at how children learn to read is from the sociocultural perspective.
This view widens one’s understanding of the reading process further than “linguistic skills to

decode the printed page” and positions the process of reading “within a context that is bound by

both cultural and social practices” (Shin & Crandall, 2019, p. 190).
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2.2.3.1 Social Constructivist Theory

Social constructivist theory has been renowned in the study of sociocultural influence research
related to reading (Gaffney & Anderson, 2000). Lev Vygotsky, the Russian psychologist, is
regarded as the father of social constructivism (Yang & Wilson, 2006). The increasing influence
of the social constructivism perspective on education in general, and on literacy studies in
particular, has been palpable (Au, 1998; Azman, 2016). It is argued that studies of second and
foreign language learning has also increasingly been framed by the social constructivist theory of
learning (Yang & Wilson, 2006). Unlike behaviourism, which considers children to be passive
learners who are knowledge receivers (Roopnarine & Johnson, 2000), social constructivist theory
believes that knowledge is built in the children’s minds and that the interpretation of the knowledge
occurs subjectively (May, 2000). Social constructivism advocates one’s own cognitive orientation
(Poplin, 1995) or individual construction as being a meaning-maker in learning (Oldfather, West,
White & Wilmarth, 1999). The fundamental idea of social constructivism is that human beings
bring together their knowledge by actively participating in their learning (Lee, 2016; Schunk,
2008). As such, it is vital to understand, from their own perspectives, the experiences of students
who go through reading activities or instructions. In addition, it is necessary to understand that
knowledge construction occurs between individuals and social environments (Vygotsky, 1978). In
other words, the origins of students’ knowledge are dependent on the interactions with their
environments and other individuals before the internalisation process happens (Roth, 1999). Such
an internalisation of the experience would lead to advanced thinking (Lawton, 2017) or cognitive
growth (Wiggs, 2012).

A few highlights have been discussed within the framework of social constructivism in relation to
students’ learning. First, Vygotsky’s (1978) ideas emphasise the cognitive process that happens
within the cultural and social situation (Au, 1998; Cooper, 2017; Sivan, 1986). According to social
constructivist theory, “knowledge is a social product, and learning is a social process” (Pritchard
& Woolard, 2010 p. 9). Street (1995) further asserted that engaging with literacy is a social act
right from the onset; in essence, “the development of literacy is shaped by the structure and

organisation of the social situations in which that literacy is practised” (Blackledge, 2001, p. 56).
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Students’ skills and abilities are not seen as “original and constitutive realities, but rather as effects
that have become gradually constituted through exchanges taking place in a multi-leveled, inter-
relational context” (de Castro, 2013, p. 101). Students’ social environments therefore play a big
role in generating knowledge, in that interactions among social group members facilitate
knowledge construction (Alawiyah, 2014; Amineh & Asl, 2015; Schunk, 2012). This is because it
is believed that “understanding, significance, and meaning are developed in coordination with

other human beings” (Amineh and Asl, 2015, p. 13). Vygotsky has further asserted that:

“[E]very function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social
level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological) and
then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies equally to voluntary attention,
to logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. All the higher functions originate
as actual relationships between individuals” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57).

Learning is ultimately a social phenomenon that occurs within the environment that students
belong to through communication with people or objects (Kim, 2001) and “the opportunities that

learners have, impacts on how literacy is achieved” (Pillay, 2018, p. 35).

With regard to reading, “the social context affects when you read, what you read, where you read,
who you read with, and why and how you read” (Wilson & Lianrui, 2007, p. 52). Since learning
takes place with members of society and does not happen on an individual basis, what the students
learn and how they make sense of knowledge is influenced by where and when they are learning
(Yang & Wilson, 2006). As such, “a higher mental function, such as literacy, is an aspect of human
behavior” that must be studied in the social, cultural and historical context within which it
transpires, as advocated by Vygotsky (Au, 1998, p. 300). The importance of social context has
also been underscored to facilitate an explanation of students’ successes and failures in their
literacy education (Pritchard & Woollard, 2010; Gun & Wyatt-Smith, 2011). This context includes
the functions of family members, friends and teachers in facilitating learning which affects
children’s achievements (Moll, 1990; Ebrahimi, 2015). Moll (1990) has examined the role of this
immediate social context in great detail, breaking that context down into the function of educators,
friends, and family members in facilitating learning, the dynamics of teaching and learning in the

classroom, and the arrangement of the structures within which students learn.
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In respect to students’ cognitive development, Vygotsky (1987) placed emphasis on two types of
concepts, namely everyday concepts and scientific concepts. The first concept is obtained
informally through daily life, while the second concept, which is also known as academic
knowledge, is obtained formally through school experience. Crucially, both concepts work to
develop each other. It has been argued that studies which employ social constructivism as a
framework seek to restructure the literacy learning experiences at school to facilitate students in
attaining academic knowledge so that the academic knowledge that children are expected to
acquire is built up from everyday concepts or personal experiences (Au, 1998). Similarly, this
connection works also in the opposite direction, namely that “students may gain insights into their

own lives through the application of academic knowledge” in their daily life (Au, 1998, p. 300).

The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) that assists students’ cognitive functions is another
important element in social constructivism. According to Vygotsky, ZPD is the “difference
between the child's actual level of development and the level of performance that he achieves in
collaboration with the adult” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 209). Pritchard and Woolard (2010) further
detailed ZPD as the:

level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult
guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers. . . What children can do with
the assistance of others might be in some sense even more indicative of their mental
development than what they can do alone (pp. 14-15).

The ZPD explains the concept of individual learning, with and without support form a more
knowledgeable person. It has been argued that students’ level of thinking is enhanced through
social interactions. Students will make progress if they are facilitated to advance just beyond their
current level of knowledge (Pritchard & Woollard, 2010).

Scaffolding is a concept closely associated with ZPD in Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory
(Yang & Wilson, 2006). Scaffolding is likened to a structure that is erected to hold up a partially
constructed building. Once the building has enough strength, the supporting structure can be taken
away. Vygotsky (1978) referred to scaffolding as the assistance offered by other people such as
parents, teachers, friends and reference sources like dictionaries. Such types of support may allow

students to achieve more in the learning process (Yang & Wilson, 2006).
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Although no strong indicators are understood with respect to motivation in social constructivist
theory, the question of what motivates learning has been observed to be well-matched with the
theory (Sivan, 1986; Au, 1998). One of the associations cited by Sivan (1986, p. 216) was a
“discussion of context and cultural issues that influence motivation and how motivation is shown”.
In so far as the social constructivist perspectives directs researchers to explore the ways in which
culture influences individuals’ opinions, emotions and actions, motivation may also be perceived
as a cultural construction (Sivan, 1986). From that basis, young students’ motivations are
principally influenced by people concerned in or connected to their English learning, including
parents, teachers and friends, and learning in the classroom setting, such as learning activities and

teaching instructions or other related factors (Harmer, 2007; Li, Han & Gao, 2019).

2.2.4 Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model of Human Development

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory was proposed by Urie Bronfenbrenner, a
developmental psychologist who was interested in “supporting the development of children and
families so that all children would have opportunity to grow up healthy and competent” (Shelton,
2019, p. 2). The origins of Bronfenbrenner’s ideas on human development were rooted in his
doctoral thesis back in 1942. This conception was later particularised in his most prominent book
entitled ‘The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and Design’ in 1979. Since
then, the model has been adjusted and refined, broadly in three phases. While the first account of
the theory in the 1970s focused on the functions of contexts in a child’s development, the second
phase of the theory, approximately between 1980 and 1994, acknowledged the active functions of
the child. The latest version of the theory, meanwhile, emphasises the interacting elements of
Process—Person—Context—Time (PPCT) in relation to a child’s development (Bronfenbrenner&
Morris, 1998). Therefore, Tudge, Mokrova, Hatfield & Karnik (2009) suggest that researchers who
utilise Bronfenbrenner’s ideas in their research need to indicate whether the earlier or the later

model is used, and indeed which parts of the earlier or later model are applied.

A few scholars have been perceived to be influential in the development of Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological model of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). For instance, the view of
children as active participants in their own experiences was drawn from Jean Piaget, especially
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from his ideas expressed in his book:, The Construction of Reality in the Child (1954).
Additionally, the concept of the ecosystem was drawn heavily from the work of Kurt Lewin (1931,
1935, and 1938). In addition, Vygotsky has also contributed to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model,
particularly in respect to the emphasis on the significance of learning contexts and individual
learning development (Parrish, 2014). That said, Vygotsky’s theory focuses much more on the role

of communication in driving individuals’ development (Hayes et al., 2017).

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development positions the developing child as
surrounded by four systems, or levels, which are structured from those nearest to the child, to those
whose impact is indirect (Greene and Moane, 2000). This, in effect, situates the child as the
fundamental point of the model, revealing how the child’s learning experiences are affected by the
contextual factors surrounding them (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; Krishnan, 2010). In other words, the
theory suggests that children’s development does not progress in isolation, but within a system of
relationships that involves multiple individuals and parties (Krishnan, 2010). Specifically, while
these social settings are often directly related to the children, such as the teacher, parents, family
and friends, as parts of the microsystem, the theory also recognises the potential impacts of indirect
settings, such as the various institutions and environments that form the exosystem and

macrosystem (Palts & Kalmus, 2015).

Such a conception has been referred to by Bronfenbrenner as “a nested arrangement of structures,
each contained within the next” (1979; p-22). Thus, this nested arrangement has to be investigated
comprehensively in order to understand the dynamics surrounding a child’s development. This

“hierarchically organized system” (Krishnan, 2010, p. 6) can be depicted as in Figure 3 below.
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Figure 3: A summary of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development (adapted from
Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Psychology Notes HQ, 2013; Stivaros, 2007).

As can be seen in the figure, Bronfenbrenner (1979) delineates four levels of ecological systems,
which are also known as ‘onion rings’ (Cole, 1996, p. 84), to conceptualise the environments or
settings affecting children’s development: microsystems, mesosystems, exosystems and
macrosystems. The innermost ‘ring’ is the microsystem, which encompasses “systems of which
the child is a member” (Frankel et al., 2015, p. 313). In essence, the microsystem involves
individuals in the children’s immediate surroundings, such as parents, family members, teachers
and other students (Jaeger, 2012) whom they meet, interact and spend a lot of time with (Thor,
2016). Since children as learners and their learning contexts are closely related (Bronfenbrenner,
1979) the microsystem has a strong direct influence on children’s experiences and development in

learning.

The mesosystem can be defined as “the interrelations among two or more settings in which the
developing person actively participates” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 25) or, “a system of two or

more microsystems” (Hayes et al., 2017, p. 15). The mesosystem, therefore, is a way of articulating
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how “[ A]n individual’s relationships in every setting are impacted by relationships in other settings
in that individual’s life. There is . . . a chain of activity that individuals drag with them across
microsystems” (Slesnick et al., 2007, p. 1238). For instance, the relationship between the child’s
home and school. In this respect, researchers can identify “the communication, or lack of same,
between home and school” (Frankel et al., 2015, p. 313).

Exosystems, meanwhile, are “one or more settings that do not involve the developing person as an
active participant, but in which events occur that affect, or are affected by, what happens in the
setting containing the developing person” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 25), such as the parents’
workplace (Jaeger, 2012) education policy making (Ballam, 2013; Hayes et al., 2017; Stivaros,
2007) and others. In this respect, even though students are not directly involved in the interactions

of the environment they can still be affected by what occurs within the settings.

Finally, “the outermost ring of the ecological environment is represented by the macrosystem”
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p.47). The macrosystem represents the “consistencies, in the form of
content lower-order systems that exist, or could exist, at the level of subculture or culture as a
whole, along with any belief systems or ideology underlying such consistencies” (Bronfenbrenner,
1979, p. 26). Krishnan further elaborates the macrosystem as “the societal blueprint that shapes all
lower layers of ecosystems” (Krishnan, 2010 p. 8). Hayes et al. (2017) further provide examples
such as “sociocultural beliefs about the value of” the children’s education (p. 16), or educational
values and norms (Stivaros, 2007). While the macrosystem is the most distant source of ecological
effect on children, that it can have a strong ultimate effect through its influence on all the other

ecological layers is undeniable (Thor, 2016).

It has also been emphasised that, even though Bronfenbrenner (1989, 1999) stated that the versions
of his theory from 1977 and 1979 had been changed, reviewed, and expanded , his theory was
constantly (and clearly) ecological, emphasising the interconnection of person and context (Tudge,
Gray & Hogan, 1997). Furthermore, “in none of his theory-related writings, even the earliest, did

he focus exclusively on contextual factors.” (Tudge, Mokrova, Hatfield & Karnik, 2009, p. 199).
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In other words, Bronfenbrenner from the outset, focused not just on the influence of context on
individuals but also on how individuals themselves influence the other individuals and systems
around them. This notion has, however, become more prominent and explicit in his theory in the
2000s. Recognising this, I include another element in Bronfenbrenner’s model, namely “person”.
To relate the use of this concept to the context of my study, struggling readers as individuals are
not just influenced by the contexts surrounding them but influence those contexts (especially others

in the microsystem) in turn.

Overall, I was drawn to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development (1979) because
it offers a structure for interpreting the contexts influencing ESL struggling readers’ learning
experiences and development. While the theory has not been extensively used in research that is
related to reading and writing (e.g. Frankel, Jaeger, Brooks & Randel, 2015), the dynamic
relationship between the developing individual and the integrated, multilevel ecology of human
development (Lerner, 2005, p. ix) that the theory constructs can be relevant in the context of

understanding struggling readers’ learning experiences (Jaeger, 2012).

Jaeger (2012) studied three vulnerable fourth grade readers, namely Bella, Sam and Ethan, who
had experienced disruption of the ecological system supporting their literacy. The author argued
that while Bronfenbrenner identified that children’s literacy development is influenced by
environmental factors, such as home and school settings and parental workplaces, and by factors
such as gender differences and inequalities arising from race and class, components such as “texts,

teachers, test publishers, language and culture” also affect development (Jaeger, 2012, p. 1).

The researcher conducted one-to-one and small group instruction as an intervention strategy with
the children, with results revealing an improvement in the children’s literacy throughout the
intervention. A range of ecosystem elements (micro-, meso- and exo-system) also affected the
children’s literacy learning experience, all inside the greater macrosystem setting. For example,
Bella was mainly influenced by the kinds of tasks utilised in the design of the study, by the scarcity
of opportunities to use health care services, and by her position as an English learner. Sam, on the
other hand, was positively impacted by the reading instructions, which were in a similar

algorithmic style to that used in his preferred subject of mathematics, as well as by support from
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his friends. Ethan, meanwhile, was positively influenced by the selection of text topics that
interested him; although his development was challenged by his family’s low economic status,
which forced them to move from one place to another repeatedly. The author suggests that there
is a need to establish a community of learners that reinforces risk-taking, offers help when required,

and recognises success generously.

In this study, | focus on elements of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development
(1979). Firstly my focus is on the significant individuals that surround the struggling readers in the
microsystem, namely the parents and the teacher. Although the original components of the
microsystem involve more parties than teachers and parents, such as neighbours and friends, in
my opinion, for the young children who are the focus of this thesis, the large bulk of interactions
occur in two settings; classroom and home. This is further supported by Hayes et al., (2017) who
underscore the significance of both home and classroom learning environments for children’s
development. Furthermore, although this focus on the home and school contexts might not be
sufficient to capture the full ecological system, it represents an achievable goal within the confines
of PhD research (and that research in any case takes some account of influences from the other
levels of the system, the meso-, exo- and macrosystems). Furthermore, “the innermost of these,
referred to as the microsystem, is the one most familiar to psychologists” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005,
p. 45), which reflects the importance attached to understanding the ways teachers and parents work
with children in the classroom and at home, respectively. Secondly, | also look at the students
themselves, drawing on the ‘persons’ component in Bronfenbrenner’s theory to consider the
influences from characteristics of these students to the contexts in which those students develop
(Kainz & Vernon-Feargan, 2007). The dynamic interactions among children, teachers and parents
can be represented by Kainz & Vernon-Feargan’s (2007) so-called ‘literacy ecology’, as | have

adapted in Figure 4 below.
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Broadly, then, the thesis focuses on three constructs as influences on the learning experience of
ESL struggling readers: i) the ways that the teacher works with the struggling readers in the
classroom; ii) the ways parents work with their children at home, and; iii) students’ individual
characteristics and engagement with their ESL reading. These are illustrated in the conceptual
framework in Figure 5 below. The subsequent sections of this chapter highlights the related
theories that explain the struggling readers’ learning experiences. Reviewing the pertinent

literature will allow the succeeding chapters to position the findings of this study.
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Figure 5: Conceptual framework of this study

2.25 Conclusion

This section has provided a discussion of the theoretical framework of this study. A combination
of cognitive or psycholinguistic perspectives of language learning, sociocultural perspectives of
language learning and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development have been used
as lenses to understand the phenomenon in this study. Additionally, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
model of human development was also drawn upon to further understand children’s interactions
within their surroundings, or the contextual elements that are interwoven within their development.
Relevant aspects of the theories were taken and applied based on my understanding, in part derived
from the literature review, and from my ability to link theory to aspects of this thesis in order to
assist me in explaining ‘meaningful stories’ about the struggling readers’ learning experiences that

| discovered in this study (Farnsworth, Kleanthous & Wenger-Trayner, 2016).

Having reviewed the theoretical literature relevant to this research, in the next section 1 will outline
the literature related to how teachers address ESL reading, followed by the literature on parental

involvement in supporting their children’s ESL reading.

2.3 Teacher-related Literature Review

In this section I will review pertinent literature on the teaching and learning of reading in the ESL

classroom. The first sub-section explains briefly about reading; the second explores the literature
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around instructional strategies; the third examines instructional materials and the final sub-section

discusses the challenges that teachers face while working with ESL students.

231 Teaching Young Struggling ESL Learners

The teacher plays a significant role in students’ reading development (Jose & Raja, 2011) through
the implementation of various suitable instructional strategies in the classroom (Allington &
Johnston, 2000). It is also believed that, “the principles of sound pedagogy as well as instructional
techniques are closely related to the success and failure of language learning” (Murtiningsih, 2014,
p. 27). While there is “no consensus on the most effective way to teach reading” (Mokotedi, 2012,
p. 29), scholars agree that the choice of instructional strategy has an important influence on
students in their reading (Morrison, Bachman & Connor, 2005; Mule, 2014; Snow et al., 1998).
Some studies have been conducted to identify effective strategies for ESL students struggling in
reading (e.g. Denton, Anthony, Parker & Hasbrouck, 2004; Jamaludin et al., 2016; Vaughn et al.,
2006). These identify the following suggestions for teaching strategies to support outcomes among

young ESL struggling students, including in respect to fluency and comprehension.

2.3.1.1 Explicit Teaching

Young ESL struggling readers’ learning can be optimised when literacy skills are taught in a
systematic and explicit way (Dubeck, Jukes & Okello, 2012; Gersten & Geva, 2003; Richards-
Tutor, Baker, Gersten, Baker & Smith, 2015; PDST, 2014). Explicit instructions are also identified
as direct instructions (Au, 2006; Archer & Hughes, 2011), suggesting that students are taught about
the concept in a direct way with teachers modelling and demonstrating the concept to the students.
When teachers utilise explicit teaching students do not have to infer the lessons that the teacher
intends to deliver and can apply the concept taught independently (Au, 2006; Manset-Williamson
& Nelson, 2005; Dubeck et al., 2012). The purpose of explicit teaching is also to offer the essential
scaffolds students require to understand the concepts taught (Richards-Tutor et al., 2015). Explicit
teaching is also explained as teaching and learning that employed focused and deliberate learning
(Schmitt, 2008). For example, students’ attention is drawn into characteristics of English that
contrast with their native language (Fashola, Drum, Mayer & Kanget, 1996). The term systematic

on the other hand is described as teaching students “in a sequence moving from easiest to most
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difficult” (Dubeck et al., 2012, p. 49). According to Rosenshine (1987, p. 34), in a systematic
method of teaching the emphasis is on “proceeding in small steps checking for student

understanding and achieving active and successful participation by all students.”

2.3.1.2 Phonemic Awareness and decoding

Phonemes are the first reading component, referring to the smallest units comprising language that
are spoken by people (National Reading Panel, 2000). Phonemic awareness is “the ability to hear,
identify, and manipulate the individual sounds in spoken words” (MOE, 2015a, p. 22). It has been
argued that phonemic awareness is the essential precursor to learning phonics efficiently (Savage,
2008). Phonics can be defined as a reading process that “correspondences between graphemes
(letters) in written language and phonemes (sounds) in spoken language and how to use this
correspondence to read and spell” (PDST, 2014, p.27). Children at the stage of just beginning to
learn to read require the foundational skills of phonemic awareness and phonics (Vaughn et al.,
2006). What teachers can do is to direct “children’s attention to the phonological structure of oral
language and to the connections between phonemes and spellings” (Snow et al., 2008, p. 33).
Students who notice the letters in separation that form words are taught the associated matching
sounds. Subsequently, students are encouraged to read unfamiliar words by investigating the
separate letters and sounds and blending the individual letters and sounds together (Snow et al.,
2008). It has been argued, however, that students with issues in decoding skills might not be able
to read fluently with phonics instructions, losing focus on comprehending the text (Hartney, 2011;
Murray & Johnson, 1996; Pey, Min & Wah, 2014; Rasinki, Homan & Biggs, 2009).

2.3.1.3 Vocabulary Development

Developing students’ vocabulary serves to enrich and extend students’ knowledge of words
(PDST, 2014). It is believed that developing students’ vocabulary also helps promote reading
comprehension because, without adequate vocabulary, one is not able to acquire comprehension
(Bartlett, 2017; Gunderson, 2009; Hartney, 2011; PDST, 2014; Shin & Crandall, 2019). Besides
that, Gersten and Geva (2003) and Shin & Crandall (2019) have suggested that explicit and
systematic vocabulary instruction is helpful for young ESL students. To this end, pre-teaching

particular words and continually engaging the students with those words while reading is perceived
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as helpful (Denton et al., 2004; Gersten & Geva, 2003). This can be done through meaningful
discussions about those words with students (Gersten & Geva, 2003; Lesaux, Kieffer, Faller &
Kelley, 2010) so as to integrate students’ background knowledge and previous experience related
to the words (Denton et al., 2004). Additionally, teachers need to provide opportunities for students
to use the language, since young ESL students are more successful when they “receive meaningful
exposure to language and plenty of opportunities to practice” (Shin & Crandall, 2019, p. 195).
Teachers can encourage students to employ the words in sentences and to answer questions with
the target words included as part of their answers (Hickman, Pollard-Durodola & Vaughn, 2006).
Similarly, activities such as “crosswords, charades, sketching, and drawing to represent word
meanings” (Baker et al., 2014, p. 21) can also be carried out by the teacher. Such activities aim to
increase students’ encounter and experiences with the words (Carlo et al., 2004; Lesaux et al.,
2010). In essence, this rests on the belief that words and their definitions need to be taught in
context and within the topic that they will be employed, instead of as isolated word lists and
meanings (Au, 1993). Linking words are particularly important and activities such as a graphic
organiser and word family associations can be used to illustrate how words are associated (Au,
1993; Baker et al., 2014). Apart from that, solid representations such as pictures, diagrams and

video clips can make language that denotes abstract ideas more tangible (Baker et al., 2014).

2.3.1.4 Interactive Teaching

Students’ attention needs to be secured and maintained throughout the reading lessons (Gersten &
Geva, 2003). Teachers may need to amend activities to suit the needs of ESL struggling students
S0 as to get them engaged with the learning and to extend their task behaviour (Gersten & Geva,
2003). Since children have short attention spans, they need to be exposed to a combination of
appropriate activities through the course of teaching and learning sessions (Harmer, 2012; Shin,
2006). For instance, if a story-reading activity is utilised in a lesson, other activities such as those
related to Total Physical Response (TPR), which promotes physical movement, can be used in
tandem (Kirkgdz, 2018; Shin, 2006). Stories, songs, acting out and games are among the activities
recommended by Scrivener (2010) as ways of helping young students to learn more effectively. A
study by Lee (2015) revealed that when teachers of ESL struggling readers in the Malaysian

classroom utilise phonics songs every day students’ reading attainment is improved.
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Scott and Ytreberg (1990) also recommended having a balance between activities conducted in the
classroom. These include exercises which have both quiet and noisy activities, a mixture of
individual, pair work, group work and whole class activities and teacher-student and student-
student activities. Such an approach could possibly attract students’ attention and increase the
opportunities for learning to take place (Shin, 2006). The integration of writing activities within
ESL reading lessons may also benefit young learners (Clay, 2001; Gersten & Geva, 2003). For
example, the writing process facilitates students to write what they have verbalised and help form
an association between oral and written language (Clay, 2001). According to Gersten and Geva
(2003), an efficient teacher in their study utilised writing activities to strengthen the students’
phonological and word attack skills. These activities included taking dictation, employing words
in workbooks to build a graphic organiser and composing stories about one’s individual life. It was
discovered that the students appeared to love the activities that helped to illustrate their knowledge
of phonics. In addition to that, Gersten and Geva (2003) further argued that another way to promote
interactive teaching is by providing students with time to respond to questions posed in the lessons.
Besides that, students’ answers and thoughts shared in the classroom, as well as experiences known

by the teacher, should be selected and incorporated into lessons (Gersten & Geva, 2003).

2.3.1.5 Promotion of English Language

Another aspect that is highlighted by Gersten & Geva is the promotion of English language while
teaching reading to the children. This is supported by Harmer (2007) who mentioned that the
“English-language classroom should have English in it, and as far as possible, there should be an
environment in the room, where English is heard and used as much of the time as possible” (p. 38-
39). During teaching and learning activities, gestures, facial expressions, actions and visual aids
can be utilised to illustrate the meaning of the vocabularies (Baker et al., 2014; Gersten & Geva,
2003) which are taught in an explicit manner to promote the use of English language. In addition
to that, providing a print-rich environment in the classroom as suggested by Harmer (2007) Shin
and Crandall (2019) would also assist the promotion of English language. For example, by setting
up a reading corner (Harmer, 2012) and putting up other suitable resources such as maps, a word
wall and others (Shin & Crandall, 2019), teachers can engage the students with activities that are
related to these printed materials, such as by updating the word wall as the students learn new

words in the classroom.
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2.3.1.6  Small Group Interactions

Small group instructional practice is also recommended while working with ESL struggling
readers (Bokhari et al., 2015; Baker et al., 2014; Denton et al., 2004; Gersten & Geva, 2003;
Richards-Tutor et al., 2016; Vaughn et al., 2006). The implementation of individual or small group
instruction improves outcomes since students have more opportunity to interact with teachers,
more time to practice, and receive more attention according to their individual needs (Richards-
Tutor et al., 2016). Teachers can also check students’ comprehension with the lessons by eliciting
their responses. In two different studies by Bokhari et al. (2015) and Lee (2015), it was revealed
that some of the teachers in the study would spend about ten minutes of each English lesson
specifically with the struggling readers in the classroom of mixed-attaining students. A slight
improvement was reported by the researchers when the students were taught in groups and they
also appeared to be more interested when taught in small groups rather than as a whole class
(Bokhari et al., 2015). In the same study by Bokhari et al., (2015), another teacher spent about

twenty minutes every morning before the bell went to teach the struggling readers in a small group.

The above review illustrates some of the recommendations put forth by academics in relation to
teaching reading to ESL struggling young students. The next sub-section explains more about

reading approaches.

2.3.2 Reading Approaches

Two main reading approaches are discussed in this section, namely phonics and the look-and-say

method.

2.3.2.1 Phonics

Phonics instruction is one of the major reading approaches that are applied by teachers in the ESL
classroom (Hakimi, Abdorahimzadeh & Kargar, 2014; Nunan, 2015) which is derived from the
bottom-up reading model (refer to section 2.5.1.1). This explicit approach is recommended by
many practitioners as a beneficial method to teach reading to young English learners (Dubeck et
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al., 2012; Shin & Crandall, 2019). Phonics can be defined as “a system of teaching reading that
builds on the alphabetic principle, a system of which a central component is the teaching of
correspondences between letters or groups of letters and their pronunciations” (Adams, 1990, p.
50). Phonics is widely utilised in reading classrooms because “awareness of speech sounds play
an important role in reading development” (Gersten & Geva, 2003, p. 2003). Researchers also
believe that phonological awareness is linked to reading achievement because “writing systems
directly represent phonology” and “the segmental units in spoken sounds become better
represented because the symbols are visual representations of phonological units” (Nag &
Snowling, 2012, p. 17). Phonics instruction facilitates children to recognise, spell and read the
words (Thompson, 1999). Dubeck et al. (2012) argue that students who do not grasp the concept
of the relationship between sounds and letters will probably struggle in reading. Nunan (2015, p.
64) demonstrated how phonics works through the example of the word ‘cat’. The model begins
with “matching individual letters of the alphabet with their corresponding sound and then blending
these together to form words” (Nunan, 2015, p. 64). So, with ‘cat’, one needs to sound out each

letter in the word ‘individually, ‘c’, ‘a’ and ‘t’ and then blend those sounds to construct the word.

Through this approach, students who learn English as a second language are able to acquire
phonological awareness as quickly as first language users if suitable instructions are provided
(Gersten & Geva, 2003). A study was undertaken in Malaysia to investigate the efficiency of
phonics instructions to develop reading skills among ESL primary school struggling readers
(Jamaludin et al., 2016). The findings revealed that students’ decoding and comprehension skills
were enhanced after using the phonics method. Farokhbakht (2015) also revealed in her study that
young EFL students in Iran who were exposed to phonics-based instruction had better reading
achievement and higher motivations in ESL reading compared to students who were not exposed
to this method.

The absence of phonics instruction in ESL reading lessons, on the one hand, will put the students
at a disadvantageous position. A study by Dubeck et al. (2012) to identify instruction methods that
teachers adopt in the Kenyan classroom incorporated the teachers’ thoughts on teaching reading,
and methods employed in both Swahili and English reading lessons. The study found that teachers

entirely utilised look-and-say instruction when teaching English to the young students because
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they are not well-trained, the Grade 1 syllabus did not accommodate phonics as it is supposed to
have been taught already in the kindergarten and thus was not included in their teaching materials.
The researchers also discovered that those students using Swahili as their first language seemed
more engaged in their Swahili class because teachers utilised phonics instruction. On the other
hand, extensive dependency on the look-and-say approach seemed to have negative impacts on the
young students’ English literacy acquisition. Another study by Mokotedi (2012) revealed that
teachers in their study believed that phonics is a good method to promote ESL young students’
reading development. The teachers felt that they received insufficient training, however, therefore
they had a lack of confidence to utilise phonics as a reading instruction in the classroom. Similar
findings are evident in the study by Shafee (2019), who discovered that teachers in her study had
insufficient training in applying phonics in the classroom. Dubeck et al. (2012) further asserts that
abandoning teaching of the relationship between sounds and symbols will have a detrimental effect

on reading development among young ESL students.

2.3.2.2 Look-and-Say Method

Apart from phonics, look-and say is another major approach that is employed in the ESL classroom
(Nofiandari, 2016; Scott & Yterberg, 1990). Unlike phonics, which relies on letters and sounds,
look-and-say is dependent on words and phrases. Look-and-say is also known as the whole
language, whole word and sight word method (Maddox & Feng, 2013). This method is useful to
teach young English readers through word recognition and memorisation (Scott & Yterberg,
1990). The method involves “teaching beginners to read by memorising and recognising whole

words, rather than by associating letters with sounds” (Nofiandari, 2016, p. 19).

According to Nofiandari (2016), in the classroom practice, target words are shown to children and
teachers sound the words out. Children then read after the teacher. The use of flashcards and
pictures are necessary so that students can associate the words with their meaning. In order to make
the method more effective, teachers can put the words into context. That is to say, to show how
words are used in a sentence rather than teaching the words individually. For instance, teachers
can describe pictures by using a sentence and reading it aloud to students while pointing to each
word as the students read after the teacher.
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Hakimi et al. (2014, p. 130) argues that look-and-say assists young ESL students to connect the
“whole concepts in their mind with their symbolic representations in the form of whole words”.
Materials such as flash cards consisting of pictures and words that describe the picture can be
useful for students too. The authors also suggested that children start the lesson by introducing
everyday words that the children are used to. Teachers can introduce a few new words every day.
Several activities are suggested for use with the look-and-say method: for instance, word-picture
matching, card object pointing and guessing games to support student recognition of a variety of
words before a longer text reading activity takes place (Scott & Yterberg, 1990).

Nofiandari (2016) has illustrated a few advantages of using the look-and-say method. One such
advantage is that the method is easily understood and practised because reading the whole word is
more familiar to many parents than sounding out individual sounds. Students can also learn any
words by using this method because not all words can be sounded out using phonics instruction.
Studies by Budiana (2011), Nurnianti (2012) and Nofiandari (2016) conclude that the look-and-

say method has successfully helped young ESL students improve their reading development.

The previous sub-section discusses about two main reading approaches namely phonics and the

look-and-say method. The next sub-section explains about English language teaching method.

2.3.3 English Language Teaching Method

The next sub-section highlights the English language teaching methods that provide insights into
language teaching and learning in the ESL classroom. Teachers can select from among a
comprehensive range of teaching methods for students to learn the second language (Pardede,
2008). Since there is no definitive ‘best” method in English language teaching (Harmer, 2012), a
selection of teaching methods will be explained below on the basis of them being “either a) widely
used, b) talked about a lot, or c) still have influence in modern teaching practice” (Harmer, 2012,
p. 84).
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2.3.3.1 Grammar Translation Method

According to Harmer (2012), for a long time, the Grammar Translation Method (henceforth GTM)
has been a standard approach to language learning. The method conquered the field of foreign
language teaching in Europe from the 1840s to the 1940s (Richards & Rodgers, 2002), with the
aim of facilitating students to read and value foreign language literature (Larsen-Freeman, 2000,
p. 11). This method “introduced the idea of presenting students with short grammar rules and word
lists, and then translation exercises in which they had to make use of the same rules and words”
(Harmer, 2007, p. 48). It is also believed that the “vocabulary and phraseology of a foreign
language can be learnt through translating its meaning into the mother tongue and the teacher
points out the grammatical point and rules” (Patel & Jain, 2008, p. 74). In GTM, the medium of
instruction is the language spoken by the students as their mother tongue (Copland & Ni, 2019).
GTM remains a relevant approach but needs to be applied carefully so as not to limit students’
opportunities to obtain natural language input, since this greatly assists students’ language
acquisition (Harmer, 2007). One teaching technique that is connected to GTM is code switching
where the first language is used to support the use of the second language in the learning classroom
(Hamed, 2016; Josefsson, 2010; Simasiku, Kasanda & Smit, 2015).

2.3.3.1.1 Code Switching

Code switching can be defined as the application of additional language or code during a single
speech occasion (Gumperz, 1982). Code switching is also explained as “a shift from one language
to another by the speaker during the speech” (Fareed, Humayun & Akhtar, 2016, p. 1). Lin (2013)
further explained that teachers who code switch in the language classroom utilise two languages
which also generally serves as a translation method (Uys & van Dulm, 2011). Code switching is a
regular practice in bilingual classrooms (Anselmo & Williams, 2012; Khaerunnisa, 2016),
particularly with students who have minimal exposure to the target language (Yaacob, 2006). This
is further supported by Shin (2006), who also argues that the use of students’ first language is
appropriate for low proficiency students to encourage those students learning in English and by
Lin (1996), who believed that code switching can be used as practice for underprivileged students

in Hong Kong with restricted access to English resources.
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Teachers recommend drawing on students’ first language through code switching to gain benefits
from “the wealth of linguistic and cultural knowledge that children bring to the classroom”
(Kuchah, 2019, p. 83). This statement is also reinforced by other researchers who posit that the use
of code switching in the classroom illustrates that students’ linguistic repertoire could be utilised
as an asset in the learning process (Nurhamidah, Fauziati & Supriyadi, 2018; Shin, 2006; Wei &
Lin, 2019). Shin (2006, p. 6) also argues that the use of the first language is useful to explain
difficult phrases such as “once upon a time” quickly and effectively with the hope that each time
students come across the phrase, the students will identify the expression. Such a practice could

save instructional time spent in the classroom.

Code switching is often discouraged, however, in an effort to ensure that students obtain as much
exposure as possible to the target language. Code switching is not validated in the Malaysian
classroom, for example, and teachers are encouraged to utilise only English in English lessons
particularly when teaching young students (Low, 2016). In practice, however, “the use of a local
language alongside the official language of the lesson is a well-known phenomenon (in Malaysia)
and yet, for a variety of reasons, it is often lambasted as bad practice, blamed on teachers’ lack of
English-language competence... or put to one side and/or swept under the carpet” (Martin, 2005,
p. 88). As Shin (2006) points out, the enforcement of an ‘English only’ approach risks making the
teacher feel guilty when the first language is used and many studies do in fact support the use of
code switching (Badrul & Kamaruzaman, 2009; Kamisah & Misyana, 2011; Then & Ting, 2011).
Code-switching in fact “should not be considered as a sign of defect in the teacher” (Badrul &
Kamarulzaman, 2009, p. 50). Moreover, Anyiendah (2017) argued that the constant use of English
in the ESL primary classroom in Kenya made students anxious about participating in the classroom

activity.

A few studies conducted in the ESL Malaysian primary classroom have revealed that code
switching has been one of the teaching instructions utilised by the teacher (YYaacob, 2006; Azman,
1999; Maarof & Chen, 2016). Yaacob (2006) discovered that code switching was employed by the
teacher in reading lessons for several reasons, such as: i) to check students’ understanding on the
lessons that are being taught; ii) to offer Malay equivalent of the English terms utilised; iii) to

preview texts; and, iv) to provide explanations on the meaning of the words. In another study,
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Azman (2006) investigated the ESL teaching instructions practised by teachers in Malaysian ESL
classrooms through observing twenty primary school teachers in a rural area. Several reasons were
given by the teachers for switching into their first language, Malay: i) to illustrate definitions of
words, conceptions and ideas; ii) to describe rules of grammar; iii) to provide instructions on
particular assignments or activities; iv) to provide motivations and encouragement to students; and,
v) for classroom management so ESL lessons can be conducted more smoothly. In addition to that,
the majority of teachers in the study by Maarof & Chen (2016) believed that code-switching is a
useful technique to be applied in the ESL primary classroom. The technique is mainly utilised to
assist low-attaining students understand the lessons being taught. Additionally, all the researchers
recommend that teachers need to have knowledge about the effective use of code switching as one
of the teaching techniques in the ESL classroom but not become too dependent on it (Yaacob,
2006; Azman, 2006; Maarof & Chen, 2016; Shin, 2006). This is further argued by Harmer (2007)
who stated, “Although we have seen that the LI can be used as an enabling tool, English should
predominate in an English lesson, especially where the teacher is concerned since, as we have

seen, he or she is the best provider of comprehensible input that the students have got” (p. 39).

2.3.3.2 Direct Method

The Direct Method became widespread in response to the perception that the GTM is not very
successful at getting students to employ the target language communicatively (Larsen-Freeman,
2000). The Direct Method is also identified as a natural method with underlying assumptions that
the learning processes for a second language are similar to those for a first language (Richards &
Rodgers, 2002). In this method, translation is not utilised (Diller, 1978) and the target language is
employed as the only medium of instruction. In other words, the native language is not used. The
direct method also advocates the belief that students can comprehend a language through listening
to a huge amount of that language. Conversely, speaking is also acquired through frequently
speaking the language (Rivers, 1968). Since there is no translation the meaning of the target
language learned is expressed by using action and demonstration (Richards & Rodgers, 2002).
Besides that, teachers can use pictures or other visual support to facilitate students linking the
target language and its meaning. Communication is also the aim of this method and thus

vocabulary is prioritised over grammar (Laser-Freeman, 2000) and learned through full sentences
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and not through memorising words separately (Mamun, 2015). Grammatical structures are found
out by students inductively in the text that they read (Richards & Rodgers, 2002). Among the
activities involved in the Direct Method are “reading aloud, question and answer exercise, getting
students to self-correct, conversation practice, fill-in-the blank exercise and dictation” (Laser-
Freeman, 2000, pp. 30-31).

2.3.3.3 Audio-Lingual Method

This method arose in the United States around the end of the 1950s, when the teaching and learning
of foreign languages became increasingly popular. In this method it is argued that the development
of listening and speaking should come before reading and writing (Rivers, 1968). Harmer (2012,
p. 84) stated that the audio-lingual method (henceforth ALM) places a lot of emphasis on speaking
practice for students by utilising “habit-formation drills”. In this method, sentences are repeated
time and again until they are learnt by heart. The method employs an approach to language learning
related to a “stimulus-response-reinforcement” (Harmer, 2012, p. 84). In this respect, a teacher’s
prompt is considered as the stimulus that will incite responses from students such as a sentence,
and such a response is boosted by rewards including praise from the teacher or the feeling of
satisfaction. If the procedure is repeated frequently, some believe that language can be acquired.
Harmer (2007) argued, however, that the ALM focuses mainly at the sentence level with little
focus given to language in any type of real life setting. The highlight is on accuracy and “habit-
formation through constant repetition of correct utterances” which is strengthened by positive

reinforcement (Harmer, 2007, p. 64)

Among the teaching techniques applicable in the ALM are demonstration, dramatisation,
mimicking, verbal examples and graphical representations (Mukatel, 1998). Additionally,
activities such as “dialog memorization, repetition drill, chain drill, single-slot submission drill,
multiple-slot submission drill, transformation drill, question and answer drill, complete the dialog,
grammar game” have also become part of ALM-related activities (Larsen-Freeman, 2000, p. 40).
Accurate pronunciation, stress, rhythm and intonation are also emphasised. The teacher plays a
significant role in modelling good examples of language practice for students to follow (Larsen-
Freeman, 2000). As mentioned above, one method that is pertinent to the ALM is drilling. This is

explained next.
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2.3.3.3.1 Drilling

Drilling is a learning approach that has long been adopted by educators in second language
classrooms. The method puts an emphasis on “repeating structural patterns through oral practice”
(Swanto & Din, 2014, p. 74). Harmer (2007, pp. 272-273) defines drilling as “a technique where
the teacher asks students to repeat words and phrases, either in chorus or individually”. In drilling,
the teacher plays a dominant role in modelling the language, regulating the direction and speed of
the lesson and observing and correcting students’ mistakes. This means that teachers need to pay
special attention to their English pronunciation as young students are good imitators (Shen, 2006).
In contrast, students may have little control over the speed, content and method of learning:

interaction is mainly initiated by the teacher (Richards & Rodgers, 2002).

A number of academics argue that drilling benefits students if the method is applied effectively
(Basuki, 2018; Heward, 2003; Liu, 2006; Richards & Rodgers, 2002; Swanto & Din, 2014) and
the method can also represent a fun classroom activity (Higa, 2002; Yuwanda, 2017). Richards
and Rodgers (2002) also suggest that the method itself cannot be claimed to be intrinsically
ineffective unless teachers are properly trained to apply it in the classroom. It is further suggested
that there is “no magic which eliminates the need for repetition and drill” (Patel & Jane, 2008, p.
160).

Authors have also suggested, however, that having that practice alone will not result in effective
teaching. Drilling, therefore, needs to be supplemented by the use of flashcards, realia and other
materials to make it more interesting (Celce-Murcia, 2001; Higa, 2002; Liu, 2006), as well as by

suitable rewards and encouragement (Harmer, 2007).

Other scholars argue that drilling is an outdated and dull style that can bore students and inhibit
real learning (Swanto & Din, 2014). Harmer (2007) also claims that the perceived drawback of
drilling is that students may receive non-real and unnatural language use. Teachers, therefore, need
to make a judgment on when to stop using the method as doing the activity for too long may detract

from its usefulness. Harmer (2007) argued that drilling activities that last for half an hour can drain
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students and teachers and that, therefore, teachers need to include a variety of activities in lessons

in addition to drilling.

Drilling can be utilised in different ways (Lamsal, 2011, p. 14) including:

a. Chorus level: The chorus level requires teachers to initiate the session by saying the words,
phrases or sentences, with the whole class repeating after the teacher;

b. Semi-chorus level: In this level the teacher splits the class into two groups and carries out the
drilling group by group (in turn);

c. Group level: The teacher splits the class into a few groups and carries out the drilling group by
group (in turn);

d. Row level: The drill is carried out by taking rows of students sequentially;

e. Pair level: Normally, the teacher conducts a pair drill when practising parts of dialogues,
questions and answers; and

f. Individual level: The teacher can also drill individual students.

Drilling has long been the subject of criticism (Copland & Ni, 2019), yet is still persistently utilised
by many (Arikan, 2011; Hall, 2018). For instance, Harmer (2007) found that whole class drilling
is regularly utilised with students in low attainment classes and found to be beneficial. Drilling is
also utilised to practise students’ language pronunciation, intonation and stress (Lamsal, 2011;
Project Trust, 2016). According to Harmer (2012), drilling helps students to become familiarised

with the target language and the method is beneficial for beginner learners.

Research in the ESL Malaysian primary classroom suggests that drilling is a technique that is
commonly used by teachers (Lee, 2015; Md-Ali, Karim & Yusof, 2016; Yaacob, 2006). For
example, a group of teachers agreed that drilling is a technique that is useful to teach primary
school students reading because they believed that students learn more when they hear more (Md-
Ali et al., 2016). Similarly, the study by Lee (2015) revealed that the teachers used drilling as one
technique in the classroom by reading the words in the school book that is loaned to all students.
In addition, drilling was also carried out by asking students to read and spell out the words that are
put as name tags that the students need to wear every day. Conversely, Yaacob (2006), who

examined how reading lessons are carried out by teachers in the Year 1 Malaysian ESL classroom,
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discovered that it was utilised as a whole class method, in groups or led by students identified as
more able readers by the teacher. From the interviews, several reasons were mentioned by the
teacher for using the method. Among these were to manage the large classroom more efficiently,
to assist weak students and those who had insufficient exposure in English, to make students speak
up, to help students’ pronunciation, to increase students’ confidence, to model the language and to
help students remember the words. The authors of these three studies also believed that teachers
need to know about the effective ways of applying the technique in the ESL classroom because
heavy dependence on drilling might impede students from learning a second language efficiently
(Lee, 2015; Md-Alli, et al., 2016; Yaacob, 2006).

2.3.3.4 Communicative Language Teaching

The Communicative Language Teaching (henceforth CLT) method began to emerge in the
language learning field in the 1970s to replace the older methods like GTM and ALM (Richards,
2006). Harmer (2012) stated that CLT highlighted the notion that language is acquired when
people are provided with opportunities to utilise that language, in addition to the students’ desire
to interact and when students have a communicative goal and are not merely practising grammar
items. The emphasis of CLT, therefore, is on content rather than form. As stated by Harmer (2007),
two main principles underlie the CLT method. First, language does not only revolve around
grammatical patterns with vocabulary inserted in. Instead, language has functions such as
“inviting, agreeing and disagreeing, suggesting” and others (Harmer, 2007, p. 50) that students
need to accomplish through a range of language exponents. This method also focuses on the way
people utilise the language, for example in formal or informal situations; as such, it does not centre
on the language alone. Second, CLT proposes that students have to get sufficient exposure to a
language, and opportunities to employ the language that align with students’ desires and
motivations. Activities are communicative since teaching and learning emphasis is placed on how
students can utilise the language suitably in a communicative way rather than teaching
grammatical structures (Richards, 2006). In this method, teachers serve as the facilitator and
observe the process of learning between all students. This is in contrast to other methods which
places teachers as the controllers to model and correct students’ speech and writing (Breen &
Candlin, 1980; Richards, 2006). In addition to emphasis on the communicative aspect, CLT
focuses on learning through “pair work activities, role plays, group work activities and project
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work” (Richards, 2006, p. 5) which aligns with the learner-centred approach (Brown, 2000).
Through small group activities students have the opportunity to communicate by practising
meaningful and genuine language. Authentic materials can also be used to facilitate students’

learning processes (Richards, 2006).

The preceding sub-section has explained the various methods used to teach a second language, in
accordance with relevant literature drawn from various scholars. The characteristics and possible
advantages and disadvantages of the various methods were outlined. The next sub-section will

explain the different instructional materials that can be utilised in the classroom.

234 Uses of Instructional Materials

“Materials are an important component within the curriculum and are often the most tangible and
‘visible’ component of pedagogy” (Nunan, 1991, p. 227). They are perceived as one prominent
element to support teaching and learning of reading in the ESL classroom (Biswas, 2018; McGrath,
2013; Nurliana, 2019; Snow et al., 1998). Materials are described as supplementary aids which
facilitate teaching and learning in the classroom including commercial, teacher-made and
government-prescribed materials (Ghosn, 2019). Materials assist the students to feel attached
(Winke, 2005) and motivated (Patel & Jain, 2008) to the target language learned. Students’
learning opportunities can also be maximised through activities organised by the teacher using
quality materials (Kizildag, 2009). Instructional materials, also known as teaching aids, provide
different ways in which lessons can be effectively delivered (Amadioha, 2008; Kundu, 2017; Patel
& Jain, 2008). Teachers have the responsibility to exploit the materials to suit students’ needs and
to help develop students’ English learning and literacy skills (Harmer, 2012; Widodo & Savova,
2010). The materials also need to be easy to deal with, that is to say that they do not affect

classroom control negatively (Harmer, 2012; Patel & Jain, 2008).

Many recommendations have been put forth with regards to what constitutes good materials in
English Language teaching to young students (e.g. Ghosn, 2019; Harmer, 2012; Shin, 2006). In
brief, materials need to acknowledge students’ contextual and cultural backgrounds so that they
become familiar with the lessons, and find them meaningful and relevant to their own lives and

experiences (Richard-Amato, 1998; Shin, 2006; Watt & Foscolos 1998). This is due to the fact
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that one’s comprehension is influenced by one’s background knowledge which functions as an
enabling factor that is useful to connect with the instructional content of the lessons (Bartlett, 2017;
Shin & Crandall, 2019)

Students’ proficiency level and age are also among the things that need to be considered (Ghosn,
2013; Harmer, 2012; Shin, 2006). This is because young students may have limited experience or
exposure with the target language (Shin, 2006). The content and expectations of the materials must
therefore align with the students’ age and level (Ghosn, 2019). Materials also need to be interesting
(Ghosn, 2019; Richard-Amato, 1998; Shin, 2006) to get students engaged with the reading
activities (Watt & Foscolos 1998). Several materials are commonly used in the ESL young
students’ classroom and are recommended for their benefits. Within the scope of this study, I
choose to review a few materials relevant to my research findings. These are media (Brinton, 2001,
Harmer, 2001), textbook and reading texts (Harmer, 2012) and high frequency word lists (Shin &
Crendall, 2019).

2.3.4.1 Media

There are two types of media used in the language classroom as explained by Brinton (2001, p.
462), namely non-technical and technical media. On the one hand, non-technical media refers to
resources that do not require electricity, apart from having characteristics such as being user
friendly, easy to access, inexpensive and available for use in most classroom settings. Technical
media, on the other hand, are pricier and less user-friendly than non-technical media because they
require some skill to handle particular equipment. Media is also regarded as visual aids (Patesan,
Balagiu & Alibec, 2018), and are perceived as exceptionally vital for young students learning in
the language classroom (Imaniah & Nargis 2017). Many benefits are identified from incorporating
visual materials into the language lesson. For example, they can help to explain either abstract
ideas such as prepositions (e.g. above and opposite) or non-abstract concepts such as parts of the
body (Imaniah & Nargis, 2017). They can also help describe complex knowledge in a
comprehensible way, attract and maintain students’ attention and motivate them to take part in the

learning (Patesan et al., 2018). Language teachers need to utilise a combination of both technical
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and non-technical media to deliver teaching and learning successfully in the ESL classroom
(Brinton, 2001).

Examples of non-technical media include pictures, flash cards and paper strips (Harmer, 2012).
These items are significant in ESL classrooms as they offer many benefits. Teachers can use
pictures to explain definitions of words (Syandri, 2015) and students can understand the
information more easily than in their absence (Harmer, 2012; Syandri, 2015). Zewary (2011, p. 2)
further believes that pictures assist students to unite their first language and “the target language
objects, concepts, and experiences”, thus assisting them to connect what they already know with
new things that they learn. Additionally, students can keep information in their mind better if the
concept taught by the teacher is attached to mental descriptions. This is highlighted by Canning-
Wilson (2001) who proposed that seeing precedes thinking. The use of pictures also favours

students with visual inclination in relation to their multiple intelligences (Harmer, 2007).

According to Harmer (2012), the teacher can hold pictures or cards so that students can see them.
The items are useful to represent words that are introduced in the language classroom and can be
used as a prompt in drilling activities and when seeking responses from students. Pictures and
cards should be big enough to be seen by all students and cards need to be small enough for the
teacher to put them up in different learning series and change them from one hand to the other if
necessary. Teachers can use cards with a picture on one side and a word that describes the picture
on the other side. A few activities can be used with pictures and cards, including describing and
drawing, matching games, guessing games, and information gap activities. Paper strips, in contrast,
can be used in rearranging sentence activities. Teachers can cut up the sentences and guide students
to arrange the jumbled words in the correct order.

Examples of technical media include tablet computers (Harmer, 2012) and televisions (Brinton,
2001) that can help display videos comprising TV shows, movies and YouTube clips (Zewary,
2011) that are retrieved from the Internet and from CDs and DVDs (Harmer, 2012) in the language
classroom by projecting them onto the screen. Young students these days are surrounded by
technology in their daily lives and they may expect to have an encounter with such a tool in the

classroom too (Brinton, 2001). Videos can help increase young students’ motivations to learn and
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encourage them to learn new words (Ramirez-Garcia, 2012) in which teachers can choose
appropriate video content to meet the students’ levels, needs and interests (Shrosbree, 2008). Video
can be presented in sections (Snelson and Perkins, 2009) or in one piece (Tomalin, 1991). This
can be done by displaying the video between 30 seconds to 4 minutes at a time so that students do
not lose focus (Tomalin, 1991). In addition to that, the use of audiobooks and interactive tablet
applications could enhance reading instruction. These materials also encourage a balance between
top-down and bottom-up methods (Shin & Crandall, 2014).

2.3.4.2 Textbooks

Textbooks are a significant tool employed by teachers in the ESL classroom (Mukundan & Aziz,
2009; Nurliana, 2019). A textbook is largely pre-determined and designed for a specific socio-
cultural background (Zewary, 2011). According to Arnold and Rixon (2008), a textbook is either
prescribed for every classroom level by the government or picked by schools from the selection of
textbooks on the market or from a list approved by the government. A textbook that is
appropriately prepared benefits both teacher(s) and students in a number of ways. Apart from
providing a complete manual for the teacher through its course outline (Harmer, 2001), a well-
designed textbook also saves the teacher’s time in planning the lessons by providing multiple

learning foundations or ideas for teachers (Halliwell, 2006; Richards, 2001).

Teachers need to utilise textbooks skilfully in the classroom, however, since some negative effects
of using a textbook have been identified. For example, the content may not be suitable to the
students’ needs (Richards, 2001). Harmer (2012) recommends that following a textbook
religiously word-by-word without varying the approach may result in students becoming
disengaged. Harmer (2012) also believes that the textbook can serve as a foundation for a
conversation about the topic learned. Although textbooks can be substituted with other materials
deemed more suitable, a better option is that of the teacher adapting the lessons in the textbook by
presenting their own material related to the topic. The teacher can also rewrite part of the textbook
and simplify the content or employ their own questions (Harmer, 2012). In general, therefore,
textbooks should be utilised together with additional teaching materials to aid the teaching of ESL
students (Nurliana, 2019; Spratt, Pulverness & Williams, 2011).
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2.3.4.3 High Frequency Word Lists

High frequency words (henceforth HFW) are words that are familiar and commonly utilised in the
English written text (Eldredge, 2005; Hestetraeet, 2019; Schmitt, 2000). Those words are normally
short and encountered frequently by students (Thornbury, 2002). Nation (2000, p. 21) describes
HFW as “very important because these words cover a very large proportion of the running words

in spoken and written texts and occur in all kinds of uses of the language”.

HFW are normally employed to develop ESL students’ vocabulary (Cameron, 2001, Hestetraeet,
2019; Nation, 2000; Johns & Wilke, 2018) and aim to facilitate students to “recognize the words
automatically (by sight)” (Johns & Wilke 2018, p.4). Developing the automatic recognition of
HFW is perceived as one of the most meaningful ways to increase literacy among young students
who learn English (Shin & Crandall, 2019). Students need repeated exposure to the words
(Thornbury, 2002) to help develop their automatic recognition of them (Eldredge, 2005). The
number of expositions of such words vary over spaced intervals (Nation, 2000; Nunan, 2015;
Thornbury, 2002). HFW lists should therefore match with the text materials being used throughout
the academic school year so that students can obtain the greatest benefits from frequent encounters
with the HFWs. Johns and Wilke (2018) have suggested a few ways in which HFWs can be utilised
in the language classroom for primary students. These include, firstly, through explicit instruction.
The teacher can choose a number of words, write them on the board and model the words for the
students so that the students can demonstrate the similar process afterwards. Words can also be
written on flash cards (Nation, 2013) and be passed around and read by students. Students can also
circle the words within a text. Secondly, HFW lists can be taught through repetition activities. In
this method, the teacher identifies words that students are yet to recognise and present these words
to them repetitively, passing them around while students read them so that automatic recognition
can be developed. Thirdly, HFW lists can be taught by using seeing, hearing, writing and chanting.
In this method the teacher writes a few words on the board and says them while pointing to the
words. After that students can write the words down and chant them individually or in groups.
Hands clapping and foot tapping can be included to make the process more fun. Fourthly, many
games and interesting activities can be integrated into the teaching of HFW lists. These may

include completing worksheets with exercises such as word search puzzles and word families, as
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suggested by (Imaniah & Nargis, 2017). Apart from that, activities such as treasure hunts where
students look for hidden words, and creating word walls in the classroom are also recommended
(Johns & Wilke, 2018).

2.3.4.4 Reading Text

In choosing suitable texts to read with young students, Gibbons (2015) outlines several helpful
criteria. These include the teacher using text with repetitive language. The repeated words in the
text facilitate the students to become familiar with the words and boost student participation in the
reading activity. Besides that, illustrations used in the text need to be clear and signify the gist of
the text so as to aid the students’ understanding of the lesson being taught. The page upon which
the text is written should not be too cluttered (busy) and must be designed properly. The content
and the language used in the text should also be an authentic representation of language, engaging
and acknowledged students’ backgrounds, thereby allowing young ESL students to make sense of
the text by drawing on their background knowledge (Shin & Crandall, 2019). To introduce letters,
words or sentences while reading a text, students can follow the teacher’s reading by using their
finger. Students can point to the words on their own reading text while teachers read to them at a
suitable pace (Harmer, 2012). Graded readers books are examples of good reading texts
recommended for ESL young students (e.g. Shin and Crandall, 2019) because the texts are based
on stories that facilitate young students to become familiar with the words commonly used in
English. The book also systematically presents new words in a meaningful setting and the story
reuses words presented in the earlier books. Books for young students or beginners typically

contain more colourful images and less words than books for older or more experienced students.
Having explained the benefits of instructional materials, their attributes and the ways they can be

employed in the classroom, the next sub-section will discuss the challenges that can influence

efficient teaching and learning from the teacher’s perspective (e.g. Dubeck et al., 2012).
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2.35 Challenges Facing the Teacher

Previous research indicates that teachers face many challenges while working with ESL students
at primary school. Although not many studies touch on ESL struggling readers or students with
low attainment in English in the Malaysian context, there are various studies of primary school
ESL teaching in other contexts that can offer relevant insights. In particular, several challenges
were discovered by Kizildag (2009) in his study with English language teachers at Turkey primary
schools. Those challenges are organised into three main strands: institutional, instructional and

socio-economic.

2.3.5.1 Institutional Challenges

According to Kizildag (2009), institutional challenges incorporate problems caused by insufficient
support and lack of organisation from the school administration or the Ministry of Education. With
regards to institutional challenges, Kizildag (2009) reported that there are two main issues reported
by the teachers in his study, namely inadequate support and insufficient understanding of the nature
of teaching and learning English.

In respect to the first of these, lack of teaching materials and facilities are consistent issues in the
literature. In Kizildag’s (2009) study, it was discovered that the Ministry of Education and the
school could not provide the infrastructure or facilities necessary to assist the teacher to implement
the student-centred communicative computer module that had been installed. The shortage of
computer labs and Internet connections were the main problems facing the teachers. Similar
problems were faced by other primary school English language teachers in Turkey (Arikan, 2011).
Teachers in the study revealed that they had inadequate facilities such as computers and teaching
resources. A lack of materials such as textbooks for students were also reported by teachers in
Anyiendah’s (2017) Kenyan-based study as contributing to the inefficiency in teaching practices.
Abrar (2016), Biswas (2018) and Salahuddin, Khan and Rahman (2013) also discovered similar
problems as teachers in their studies (in Indonesia and Bangladesh) were not equipped with enough
materials to teach ESL students. Another study by Lee (2015) identified a few issues facing the

teacher who taught struggling readers in an ESL classroom in Malaysia. Among the challenges
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that were reported were lack of materials and facilities. According to the author, time constraints
made it difficult for the teacher to produce good teaching materials such as flash cards to facilitate
struggling readers in the ESL classroom. Materials such as suitable worksheets and materials for
phonics instruction were also deemed insufficient, and teachers identified a need for more LCD
projectors to display videos that could be used to help teach the struggling readers. Bokhari et al.,
(2015) also reported that time constraints to develop materials was one of the main challenges that

the teachers faced when attempting to assist struggling readers in the ESL classroom in Malaysia.

School administrations can also be perceived as not willing to provide assistance politically, failing
to forward the problems faced by teachers to the designated officers within the Ministry of
Education, due to concerns about maintaining the school’s reputation, winning awards and

avoiding dismissal (Kizildag, 2009).

Apart from inadequate support, teachers in Kizildag’s (2009) study believed that the school
administration had insufficient understanding regarding the nature of English language teaching
and learning, with teachers not receiving sufficient training on professional development since the
school management believed that English is not a vital subject. Similar problems have also been
reported in studies by Arikan (2011) in Turkish primary schools, Pathan, Khaiyali and Marayi
(2016) in Libyan primary schools, Salahuddin et al. (2013) and Biswas (2018) in Bangladeshi
primary schools and Bokhari et al. (2015), Lee (2015) and Shafee (2019) in Malaysian classrooms.
Teachers in these studies recounted that they did not have access to the professional development
courses and training which were supposed to be provided by the Ministry of Education, and this

led to a lack of confidence or efficiency in teaching students.

The teachers in the study by Kizildag (2009) also claimed that they experienced burnout from their
high workload. Besides teaching duties, they also had to run extra-curricular activities. Bokhari et
al. (2015) similarly revealed that teachers had to spend substantial time planning and preparing
teaching materials, carrying out record-keeping tasks, and focusing on students who needed
additional help. The teachers in the study by Bokhari et al. (2015) also stated that the absence of
teaching assistants dedicated to looking after struggling readers’ learning made the situation more

complicated for the class teachers. Similar responses were reported from teachers in the study by
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Hadzir, Alias, Kamaruzaman and Yusof (2016), who stated that the lack of specialised teachers to
facilitate struggling readers’ learning was a challenge they faced. Teachers in the studies carried
out in Bangladesh by Salahuddin et al. (2013) and Biswas (2018) also commented that they were
required to teach eight classes and six classes on different subjects at a minimum, respectively,
and that this contributed to their difficulties preparing effectively for their ESL primary classes.
Large class sizes are also a factor limiting teacher’s ability to deliver their instructions effectively
(Kizildag, 2009). This challenge was also reported by Abrar (2016), Apandi and Nor (2019),
Arikan (2011), Erkan (2012), Garton (2014) and Lee (2015) in their respective studies.

2.3.5.2 Instructional Challenges

Instructional challenges are described by Kizildag (2009) as problems that deter teachers from
delivering helpful learning environments. Three major issues identified by Kizildag (2009) fall
under this category: a busy curriculum, unsuitable textbooks and a poor placement test. The
teachers believed that the curriculum set by the Ministry of Education imposed impractical
learning objectives. Although the curriculum is “theoretically and philosophically ideal” (Kizildag,
2009, p. 196), teachers thought that learners were expected to achieve too much given the limited
number of weekly English language periods. Teachers also commented that they had little
flexibility in how they could carry out lessons since they had to follow the designated syllabus.
This remark echoed research by Anyiendah (2017), who found that the English primary curriculum
in Kenya hindered successful classroom practice. Teachers in that study commented that
completing the syllabus within the allocated time-frame was a pressure and had negative effects
on instructional practices. Apandi and Nor (2019) further argued that the demand for teachers to
teach two things at the same time, namely a remedial curriculum to ESL struggling readers and a

mainstream curriculum, contributed to the confusion of both teachers and students.

Additionally, text-books have also been found to be inappropriate both on account of unsuitable
content and a lack of materials to support their use in the classroom (Kizildag, 2009). Issues related
to textbooks were also mentioned by teachers in a study by Abrar (2016) in Indonesian English
primary classrooms. The teachers there commented that the content of the lessons within textbooks

was difficult, inappropriate to the students’ level, and hence confused students. Anyiendah (2017)
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further revealed that textbooks were under-supplied in the context of an ESL classroom in Kenya

and that this hindered the effectiveness of teaching and learning.

The last issue under the instructional category is poor placement tests (Kizildag, 2009). Teachers
can often complain that they are forced to teach for the test to ensure students’ high achievement
and to satisfy parents and school management. In addition, the content of the test papers can be
questioned by teachers. For instance, in Kizildag’s study, the images included were deemed
unclear and not in colour, thus making the students confused. Lee (2019) arrived at similar findings
in Malaysia, when discovering that teachers needed to juggle completing the syllabus, getting the
students through reading screening, and ensuring that they were prepared for the school mid-year
test. The successive tests were therefore deemed as demanding because teachers needed to

accommodate the needs of two assessments concurrently.

2.3.5.3  Socio-economic Challenges

The next category of challenge reported by the teachers in Kizildag’s (2009) study was socio-
economic. The teachers complained that students who came from a low-socio economic
background received insufficient support from their parents in respect to learning English. The
parents did not understand why their children needed to learn English, and therefore homework
was often not completed by the students. A study by Azman (1999) found that teachers did not
provide students with homework because they believed that the students lacked sufficient
resources at home to help them complete it. Yukich (2013) also put forth that teachers commented
that socio-economic factors made it difficult for them to establish good communication with the
parents of their students. Some families were struggling to make ends meet and thus spent most of
the time working and were thus unable to make time or locate transport to meet the teachers at
school to discuss student progress. A study conducted by Al-Fadley, Al-Holy and Al-Adwani
(2018) revealed that teachers in Kuwait also claimed that some parents of low socio-economic
status did not care about their children’s learning. Those parents who lived in suburban areas had
low educational attainment and needed to work hard to support their large families, thus neglecting

their role in facilitating their children’s ESL learning.
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In addition to the framework of challenges identified by Kizildag (2009), the literature highlights
challenges that teachers face in respect to students themselves. In a study by Pandian (2006),
teachers reported that low achieving students did not have motivation and interest in ESL lessons.
Similar findings were also reported by Abrar (2016), Anyiendah (2017), Garton (2014), Mokotedi
(2012) and Salahuddin et al. (2013), all of whom cited teachers’ comments about students’
negative attitudes and low motivation regarding learning English as contributing to the
ineffectiveness of the teaching and learning process. This could possibly be because students
perceived English as a terrifying subject (Salahuddin et al., 2013) or because they had little
exposure to the language in daily life (Garton, 2014; Lee, 2015). Garton (2014) further elaborated
teachers’ concerns regarding managing students’ behaviour, especially male students. These
findings echo Abrar (2016), who noted teachers commenting about their students’ poor behaviour
including playing, talking and laughing with their friends. Abrar (2016) further reported that
students’ shyness, having little confidence and fear of making mistakes were part of the attitude
problems inhibiting participation in the classroom. The findings echo those of Mokotedi (2012)
who found that the teachers believed that students were shy and had low self-confidence or interest
in respect to learning and that this prohibited them from participating fully in reading activities.

From the literature review in this sub-section, | have discussed challenges facing the teacher while
working with students in the classroom (from the teachers’ perspectives). Three major areas
reported were institutional, instructional and socio-economic. | also reviewed another commonly-

reported area of challenge facing the teacher, namely the student factor.

2.3.6 Conclusion

This section reviewed the literature on one of the immediate surroundings of the child, namely the
teacher. Specifically, the section explained how teachers work with struggling readers in the
classroom, encompassing instructional methods, use of instructional materials and the challenges
facing teachers when working with ESL students. The following section reviews the literature on
another close context within the child’s microsystem, namely parents. Specifically, the literature

will elaborate the ways in which parents work with their children at home.
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2.4 Parent-related Literature Review

In this section | elaborate on the issues pertaining to parental participation in supporting their
children’s ESL learning. The section starts by surveying the theoretical understandings of parental
involvement, demonstrating that this remains an area where there is not yet a consensus approach.
Then, the influence of some specific influences on parental participation in children’s learning are
examined in depth; namely, cultural, individual and contextual elements. The review then finishes

by surveying the challenges facing the parents while taking part in their children’s ESL learning.

24.1 Components of Parental Involvement

Children’s learning begins at home. Parents are children’s first teachers and are central to their
education (Parlindungan, 2017) and to their motivation and attitude towards learning (Hoover-
Dempsey and Sandler, 1997). Accordingly, parents also have significant roles in children’s early
literacy growth (Lee, 2010; Reglin, Cameron & Losike-Sedimo, 2012) and are potential aides in
children’s literacy learning (Torress & Castafieda-Pefia, 2016). Regardless of the degree of
contribution, parental participation has also been shown to be beneficial to children’s second

language learning (Al-Fadley et al., 2018; Hosseinpour, Yazdani & Yarahmadi, 2015).

While parental roles in supporting children’s education has been the focus of much research
interest, very little is known about it in the ESL literacy learning context in Asia (e.g. Lee, 2010;
Li, 2004; Li, 2006) let alone in Malaysia (e.g. Majid et al., 2005). To date, research in Malaysia
has only reported how parents are involved with children of low-attainment from the point of view
of non-parents (e.g. Cheng et al., 2016; Misbah et al., 2017). Furthermore, obtaining an insight
into parents’ naturalistic settings, rather than depending solely on secondary information is deemed

beneficial to gain a complete view of children’s learning experiences (Latunde, 2017).

A review of the extant literature discovered a number of ways in which parental participation in
children’s learning is examined and discussed. The way parents work with their children which
can be simply termed as ‘parental involvement’ has been examined and discussed as a single

domain (Fan & Chen, 2001) or as multiple constructs with numerous meanings, defined differently
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by different researchers (Bullock, 2014; Fan & Chen, 2001; Jeynes, 2007; Tekin, 2011). For
instance, the concept of involvement is defined as “parental participation in the educational
processes and experiences of their children” (Jeynes, 2007, p. 83). More often than not,
“involvement” is understood interchangeably with “participation”, “cooperation”, “partnership”
“collaboration” (Hosseinpour et al., 2015, p. 1371) and “influence” (Majid et al., 2005, p. 25),
contributing to the establishment of various models of parental involvement (e.g. Epstein et al.,
2002; Grolnick, 1994; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997) and the identification of various

categories of involvement (Bullock, 2014).

For instance, Epstein et al. (2002) proposed a model consisting of six types of parental
involvement, namely: (1) parenting; (2) communicating; (3) volunteering; (4) learning at home;
(5) decision making; and (6) collaborating with the community. In parenting, schools are
encouraged to assist parents to establish conducive home environments for children to learn. The
communicating aspect regards the school creating a two-way communication discussing students’
progress and school programmes. In volunteering, the school can engage parents as volunteers and
facilitators of teachers and other parents in the children’s education. In learning at home, schools
are recommended to provide parents with information about the educational activities that parents
can carry out with their children at home. Having parents become representatives in Parent Teacher
Associations (henceforth PTA) is an example of how the decision-making aspect of involvement
can be realised. Collaborating with the wider community requires schools to locate the ways the
community can assist with school programmes. This comprehensive model is widely to explain
how schools, families and communities can collaborate with one another for to improve student
learning outcomes (Sheldon & Epstein, 2005). Epstein’s model, however, tends to focus most on
the teachers’ and schools’ side of the process than on what parents and communities themselves
might be doing, and it is therefore perceived as more of a professional practitioners’ manual
(Tekin, 2011).

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997) work, which was later revised in Walker, Wilkings, Dallaire,
Sandler and Hoover-Dempsey (2005), offers another articulation of the factors that influence
parental involvement in children’s education, this time coming more from parents’ viewpoints

(Tekin, 2011). According to Walker et al. (2005, p. 88), the three main factors are:
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(a) “Parents’ motivational beliefs” including “parental role construction and parents’ sense of
efficacy” in respect to assisting children to do well at school,

(b) “Parents’ perceptions of invitations for involvements with others”, including opportunities and
requests from children, their school and their teacher to get involved in children’s learning.

(c) “Parents’ perceived life contexts” including their time, energy, skills and knowledge that could

be invested for students’ learning.

The involvement of parents in children’s learning has also been discussed from the continuum of
home-based and school-based and academic socialisation (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011; Vellymalay,
2012; Zong, Zhang & Yao, 2017) as well as in terms of academic socialisation (Zong et al., 2017).
While home-based involvement refers to parent-actions that encourage their children’s learning at
home, school-based involvement refers to parental presence or participation at school events.
Academic socialisation, in contrast, is described as parents’ expectations of their children’s

SuUcCCess.

The multiplicity of constructs regarding parental participation means that there is no consensus
among scholars as to how to engage theoretically with parents’ involvement in their children’s
ESL literacy learning. Approaches, however, can include elements which are linked to parents’
engagement in home reading “practices”, (e.g. Forey, Besser & Sampson, 2015; Li, 2004;
Pendleton, 2017; Wati, 2015), which-are sometimes denoted as “activities”, “experiences” and
“strategies” (Shi, 2013, p. 30). Another framework for understanding parental participation with
students’ ESL learning incorporates parents’ attitudes, awareness and home environment (e.g.
Emmanuel, 2000; Li, 2004; Majid et al., 2005). Conversely, Lee (2010, p. 4) utilises two broad
categories namely “abstract constructs such as beliefs, values, and attitudes” and “concrete
involvement practices” to discuss the way in which parents are involved in children’s ESL literacy

learning.

This lack of theoretical consensus, is reflected in different research designs to study parental
involvement in ESL learning. For instance, a number of research studies focused on the disparity
of circumstances experienced by children at home and in the classroom, seeking to understand
how these differences affect children’s learning at school (Heath, 1983; Heath, 1986; Li, 2004).
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Other studies have focused on the importance of parental involvement in supporting children’s
learning at home (Fantuzzo, McWayen, Perry & Childs, 2004; Weigel, Martin & Bennett, 2006;
Se’ne’chal & LeFevre, 2002; Snow et al., 1998).

In terms of methodology, applying a qualitative method to discover how parents engage with their
children’s ESL literacy encourages findings to be inclusive (Zwass, 2018). Such an approach
allows for the recognition of many different kinds of parental participation, incorporating those
who are normally underrepresented which might also reflect their cultural circumstances (Bailey
& Osipova, 2016; Isik-Ercan, 2010). The qualitative method also provides a more complete
depiction of the parental involvement process in children’s literacy learning (Lee, 2010). The use
of in-depth interviews, for example, will lead to detailed explanations of the ways parents are
involved with their children’s ESL literacy at home (Latunde, 2017; Lee, 2010; Pendleton, 2017),
which is unlikely to be discovered in a quantitative study. Although both designs are undeniably
needed, the types of involvement surveyed have to be pre-determined in a quantitative study thus
limiting the accessibility of different kinds of involvement (Hosseinpour et al., 2015; Howard et
al., 2014). It is also worth noting that studies on home literacy practices in which the engagement
of parents and children in particular literacy activities are explored have often adopted an
ethnographic approach (e.g. Reyes, Alexandra & Azuara, 2007; Azuara & Reyes, 2011;
Rodriguez, 2005). A combination of instruments, namely participant observations, informal
interviews, field notes and collection of artefacts are utilised in those studies to obtain an in-depth
understanding of the children’s literacy experiences in the participants’ homes. Those
investigations include determining the existence of literacy materials at home, how those materials
are utilised, and how children are involved directly and indirectly with the literacy activities, either
alone or with their custodian. Most ethnographic studies, however, require extensive time or “long-
term study of a social or cultural group” (Green & Bloome, 1997, p. 4) which is not always

practical for all research projects.
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24.2 The Influence of Cultural, Individual and Contextual Elements on the

Parental Roles in Children’s Learning

Parental involvement can be influenced by cultural and social background. Li (2004) investigated
the home and school literacy learning experience of two young Chinese students in Canada who
were struggling to learn English. The study revealed that a large amount of time was dedicated by
Billy’s parents, especially his mother Mei, to help him in English reading and writing. Mei
supervised Billy’s reading tasks and assisted him with spelling quiz preparation. Mei also asked
Billy to check the dictionary meanings of new English words found each time that Billy read, and
put a great emphasis on Billy’s homework. At home, Billy utilised mostly Cantonese with his
family members and sometimes English with his sister when they talked about school. The second
participant, Jake was instructed to do his homework every day by his parents before he could play
and watch television. Jake was helped by his sister as his parents were unable to understand
English. Jake’s sister was not permitted to correct Jake’s mistakes so that the teacher would see
Jake’s weaknesses. Sometimes, Jake’s sister would help him with reading. At home, both Jake and
his parents utilised mostly Cantonese and they also hired a private tutor to teach Jake reading and
Mathematics subjects. Despite the challenges faced by the parents, they still put significant effort
into supporting their children’s literacy learning. One of the challenges that the parents admitted
facing was that they had limited English language knowledge. The parents also experienced

difficulty in managing the children’s behaviour.

In the study, Billy’s mother (Mei) faced a few constraints that, according to her, affected Billy’s
literacy attainment. Her child’s attitude to learning was one reason why he struggled to learn. Mei
regarded Billy as uninterested in learning in comparison to his love of playing games. Mei also
believed that Billy did not pay enough attention in the classroom and tended to play with his
friends. Mei was also dissatisfied with the teacher who taught Billy at school. She thought that the
school did not play a good role in facilitating Billy in his learning and made him a failure. She was
disappointed with the school for not giving Billy a lot of homework and teaching her son a lot of
academic content. She felt that the instructions given in reading to her child were insufficient. For
example, her son was unable to read the story book provided by the school for home reading. It

was left to Mei and her husband to read for their son. Mei also believed that Billy’s school teacher
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was not strict enough with her son, making it difficult to discipline him at home. Influence from
friends were also significant for Mei. For instance, she thought that Billy’s friends contributed to

his worsening attitude.

Similar to Billy’s mother, Jake’s mother, named Lan, felt dissatisfied with the small amount of
homework assigned by the school teacher. She also thought that the school had not given enough
help to Jake. In addition, Lan sent her daughter to communicate with Jake’s teacher because Lan
had problems understanding English. Lan also perceived Jake to be a slow learner. Moreover she
thought that the teacher did not teach Jake in a proper sequence. For example, Lan expected the
teacher to teach Jake to read word by word, sentence by sentence and to ask about Jake’s

understanding of the lesson taught.

The study by Li (2004) further discussed cultural discontinuities between home and school, an
issue perceived to be a factor underlying the children’s struggles with English literacy learning.
One example underlined is the different way(s) that homework is seen by the parents compared to
the teacher. While the parents were expecting homework to be something related to a “pencil-
paper drill” (p.61), teachers assigned “reading stories or parent-child shared reading” (p. 61) to the
child as homework. This led to the parents either perceiving the homework to be insufficient or
not really getting involved with the reading homework. On the one hand, these parents perceived
that reading has to involve decoding words and favoured instruction that involved the drilling and
memorisation technique. On the other hand, reading instructions at school focused on “semantic
connections between pages” (Li, 2004, p. 31), reading the texts of a number of pages and
connecting those pages together. Both parents in the study also thought that the lack of homework
provided, and the instructional methods of teachers caused the children to struggle while the
teacher felt that the struggling was caused by insufficient attention given to homework and the
children’s inherent abilities. Another discontinuity discussed was deficiency of communication
between parents and teachers, which was particularly evident. As a result, both parties seemed to
misunderstand one another. While the teacher had little understanding of how these children were
helped at home, parents also scarcely understood the teachers’ practices at school. This small scale
study provided me with some insights into the intense importance of the home-school connection

for ESL children to thrive in their literacy learning.
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The findings in Li’s (2004) study reinforced those of Shirley Heath’s ethnographic work which
was recorded in her 1983 book Ways with Words. In the study, she provided descriptions about the
literacy beliefs and practices of parents in two towns: Trackton (a black working class group of
people) and Brookville (a white working class group of people) and the impacts of these home
practices on children's literacy experiences and academic attainment. It was found that the
Brookville parents facilitated their children’s literacy learning by buying books and toys for their
children in addition to asking questions, telling bedtime stories and involving them in conversation.
On the other hands, children in Trackton were talked to rather than read to and trained to tell the
story creatively. Books were not provided for children in Trackton and reading was employed as
a competition and a means to discover the greater world that they reside in. The mismatch that
existed between home and school in terms of cultural beliefs and practices resulted in the struggles
that the children faced with respect to their learning. Specifically, children from Trackton were
confused by hypothetical queries or questions from teachers, based on cultural knowledge known
to the teachers but not necessarily to the students. They responded abnormally at school and a lot
of them did not respond well as their language form was not encouraged at school.

Another discrepancy in perspectives between teachers and parents is also reported in a study by
Ruzane (2013) involving English as a second or additional language (henceforth EAL) students
and their parents at an infant school in England. Ruzane discovered that while teachers expected
parents to act as co-teachers, the parents were unaware of such a responsibility. Some parents
stated that the onus was on the teacher because they were trained to do the job. Apart from that,
the teacher expected the parents to be talked to the teacher about any problems they faced while
supporting the children. The parents, however, were influenced by their cultural beliefs that parents
should not come close to the teacher or interfere the teacher’s duties at school. The teachers in the
study also assume that the parents were able to support their children in doing homework yet the
parents were themselves not proficient with English and were not familiar with ways to facilitate
their children. This meant that other family members were involved in the homework to the extent
they wrote the answers for the children, which the teacher considered negligent. Ruzane (2013)
concluded that these findings demonstrated the need for more dialogue between teachers and

parents.
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Reyes et al. (2007) investigated the literacy and language experiences of two children and their
principal caregivers at home with eighteen Mexican children and their immigrant families in
Arizona. The study utilised ethnographic tools such as observations, field notes, informal
interviews and the collection of examples of the children’s written work. These revealed several
methods that the parents employed to support their children to develop both Spanish and English,
which the parents deemed to be vital for educational purposes and better job opportunities. In their
article, the researchers reported about two families’ home literacy experiences. It was discovered
that both families had many writing resources used for children’s learning such as paper, crayons,
notebooks, colouring books, markers and pencils. Apart from that, computers and games were also
used to facilitate children’s literacy education. The authors determined ten domains to summarise
the literacy practices that children partook in with their main custodian, and the ways support was
provided for their children’s bilingual needs. I include four of these that | considered relevant to

my study:

I- School-related activity: The activity in this domain is related to the child’s
schooling. For instance, doing homework given by the teacher;

ii- Entertainment: The activity in this domain is related to choosing or finding out
about interesting activities or related to assisting or maintaining the child’s
involvement in the enjoyable activities; for instance reading novels, reading TV
guides and subtitles or printed signs from cartoon shows

iii- Storybook time: The activity in this domain is related to someone in the family
reading the story to the child at any time of the day;

iv- Literacy for the Sake of Teaching/Learning Literacy: The activity in this domain is
related to the child who reads or writes, or the child who tries to read or write “for
the sake of learning about reading or writing” (p. 474) and the activity can be done

with someone in the family for example a child writing his own name.

The authors suggest that their findings can inform educators about how the family literacy
activities and resources found at home can be utilised as an input to “better serve the needs of a
linguistically and culturally diverse student population” (Reyes et al., 2007, p.463). Reyes et al.’s

(2007) study is quite comprehensive and details many instances illustrating the fundamental
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purposes of children’s and parents’ biliteracy activities since the research is largely based on
observations in the home. In my opinion, however, different results may be obtained if other
research instruments, such as in-depth interviews, were to be utilised to discover the type(s) of
support that parents offered to help their children’s literacy growth (Pendleton, 2017).
Additionally, the purpose of Reyes et al.’s study was to examine the presence of all literacy
practices at home that facilitate children’s bilingual development, a similar study might yield

different results if it focused more narrowly on English-related literacy activities alone.

Another study conducted by Pendleton (2017) explored the literacy practices of Dominican
families, a growing minority group of Latino immigrants to the United States (US). Ten parents
participated in the study which mainly used interviews to gather data. The aims of the study was
to identify what literacy practices and what methods the parents used to facilitate young children’s
learning in both Spanish and English. All the participants in the study stated that their aim was to
ensure that their children became professional and contributed to the community. The parents also
hoped that their children would be more successful than them. Additionally, the parents in the
study suggested that parents, as well as teachers, are responsible for their children’s learning. The
author presented five prominent themes in relation to home literacy practices discovered in the
study. First, the parents helped the children with their homework. Homework is deemed a
paramount activity among parents. Although parents confided they had difficulty helping since the
homework was in English, they sat together with their child at the table to accompany the child. A
few parents also employed a computer or tablet as a resource for their children when performing
their homework, while a few others utilised school books to refer to while doing their homework.
Second, the parents read with the children at home, using a range of materials such as story books,
dictionaries and others. During the sessions, the parents posed questions to children. Among the
purposes of the reading activity was to help their children acquire vocabulary and practise
speaking. Third, conversation and pronunciation practice was used to get the children to pronounce
words correctly and speak professional Spanish. For instance, the parents would correct the
students if they pronounced the word incorrectly in their conversation. Fourth, songs and music
were employed as a method to help develop children’s language by talking about the words in the
song. Fifth, technology was offered to the children by the parents as a tool for literacy

development. Such tools include computers, televisions, tablets and smart-phones. Similar to the
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study by Reyes et al. (2007) that | discussed earlier, this study incorporate activities that parents

and children engage in to develop literacy in both English and Spanish.

In another study, Rodriguez (2005, p. 133) reported that parents took their children to libraries and
involved themselves in school-related activities such as doing homework and reading books. In
addition, parents and children engaged in “unconventional literacy activities such as telling stories
through illustration and narration, playing, singing songs, and watching both commercial and
educational TV.” Those parents also had high expectations of their children’s education and

believed that parents have a role in children’s learning, particularly in the following three aspects:

1 Ensuring children went to school;
2 Ensuring children did their homework; and

3 Explaining to children why they need to perform well at school.

All mothers participating in the study also desired to work with their children but found it difficult
to encourage them and maintain their concentration. The parents also found that facilitating
children in English, a language that they were not competent with was another challenge. The
parents also needed more input on how to manage their children with special needs. They also
struggled to understand the system of administration, how children were assessed and how to make
their wishes recognised and valued by school staff. The parents were aware of their difficulties
and expressed their wish to be assisted. The study involved Latino parents with children diagnosed

with disabilities who received special education services in New York city.

Furthermore, Lynch (2008) investigated print literacy activities that parents reported they
undertook with their pre-school children, namely reading and writing. Lynch’s study was with
low-income, low-educational-attainment families from three backgrounds: urban, rural and
migrants in the US. The participants were chosen because they were from groups perceived as
being the least likely to take part in children’s literacy learning. Those students who learned at pre-
school took part in Head Start, a programme designed to support the physical, social, emotional,
and intellectual growth of children from low-income families. Some of those students who were

migrants spoke Spanish as their first language and English as their second language. The study
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discovered that parents were interested in their children’s education and engaged in a variety of
activities with them to support literacy. Among the most prominent of these was reading individual
alphabetical letters to children, including reading letters that are written down by the children or
pointing to the letters on the commercial boards or signage outside the house. The parents also
read stories to the children, read words that the children themselves wrote and other text such as
messages on birthday cards and cakes, text on labels, information given by school, trade cards,
cereal boxes, directions and menus. Additionally, the study evidenced that low-income parents
should not be seen as deficient or lacking in capacity.

The author also concluded that it was vital for the teacher to support the parents to continue to get
engaged with their children’s home learning practices. In relation to this, some parents in the study
were surprised to learn that reading menus or advertisements from shopping malls can be
considered as activities that help their children to read, reflecting limited understanding of the ways
open to them to assist their children to engage in literacy learning. A further finding was that some

of the above activities were in fact initiated by children themselves.

Parental involvement can be influenced by individual and contextual factors too. Majid et al.
(2005) carried out research on 78 Malay parents from rural Malaysia to determine types of parental
involvement in relation to their children’s ESL literacy learning. Most of the parents (70%) in the
study were considered low income, earning RM 1000 and below. Many parents also did a part
time job after working hours which made them tired and meant that they had little time to spend
with their children. The majority of the parents (93.6%) in the study were aware that their children
needed to learn and master English. All of them (100%) also wanted their children to be more
successful than they were. Many parents in the study also believed their children’s weaknesses in
the subject can be improved (87.5%) and accepted that they had a role in helping their children
achieve this (85.9%). The study also revealed that parental support was offered in many forms,
such as inspiring their children to learn English, talking to their children about the importance of
learning English (85.9%) and encouraging their children to watch English programmes (83.4%)
on television, despite the parents’ own limitations in understanding English, which was perceived
as a hindrance to directly helping their ESL children’s learning. Apart from that, many parents

(61.5%) were reported giving rewards to their children if they scored well in English exams. Many
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parents (80.7%) also provided facilities such as a study table and English reading materials
including story books, exercise books and magazines to facilitate their ESL reading (71.8%)
besides assigning time for the children to study at home (75.7%). Although many parents admitted
that they had difficulties understanding English and did not know how to assist their children
(64.1%) they involved older children to help (75.6%). The author also found out that a computer
was not available in almost all of the children’s houses. Participating children whose family did
have a computer at home, however, tended to make use of it for playing games and thus parents
did not see the computer as an educational tool. The authors concluded that the parents in the study
tried to get involved and assist their children’s ESL learning process to the best of their knowledge
and ability. The study mainly collected data by means of a questionnaire but interviews were also

conducted with selected parents.

Additionally, Emmanuel (2000) carried out a study with 58 low-income Indian families in
Malaysia where the children were demonstrating low ESL reading attainment. In this study, a
questionnaire was utilised as the main research instrument followed up by interviews with selected
parents. Findings showed that while most of the Tamil primary school children were given
exposure to the alphabet and English reading material at school, none of the students had been
taken to the public library. The majority of participating children had five or less English books
and all books were school books. 81.3% of parents never bought books for their children and
86.8% of parents never utilised English language material with their children. 65% of parents also
never provided reading materials. 68.7% of parents admitted that they did not provide a learning
space for their children. 70% of parents never provided a table, 87.5% of them never talked to their
children about how to improve their English and 45% of parents never told their children to study
hard. All the parents however agreed that they required assistance to help raise their children’s
social status, yet they did not know where to seek for relevant help. Emmanuel (2000) further
revealed that parents in her study were unable to expose their children to English reading resources
because they themselves (i.e. the parents) were not competent in English. In addition, since the
majority of the families earned less than RM1000 a month it was difficult for them to buy
educational materials, and the parents did not realise the need to expose their children to relevant
reading materials from a young age. This combination of poor parental command of English and

financial constraints meant that little ESL help was available for the children at home. Further,
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parents did not really encourage the children and did not have high expectations because of the
home conditions and the prevalence of social problems. Other parents felt that their children’s lack
of progress resulted from witch-craft from family members envious of their children. Karma was
another reason mentioned by parents for their current life condition. The parents also had to work
long hours, and moreover they felt inferior to their children for having limited knowledge; they
worried in-case they taught them wrongly. The findings of Emmanuel’s (2000) study contrast with
those Majid et al.’s (2005) study which identified the positive involvement of parents in their

children’s literacy learning.

Another study involving low income parents was conducted by Forey et al. (2015). It was reported
that the majority of the 500 participating Hong Kong parents believed that parental involvement
was necessary for children’s English as a Foreign Language (henceforth EFL) progress. 88.2% of
the parents taught their children to read vocabulary in English which became the most prominent
English activity conducted at home. This was followed by parents watching English videos or
programmes with their children (79.6%). Reading English stories to children was the third most
popular option (69.5%) that the parents reported. Additionally, 54.3% of the respondents took their
children to the English section of a library twice in a month, but 31.4% did not visit the section at
all. Forey et al. (2015) also examined the difficulties parents encountered while attempting to
support their children’s English literacy at home. These included lack of time due to long working
hours, lack of skills, lack of knowledge in English, lack of resources, lack of knowledge about
children’s development in English and children’s lack of interest. This further leads to their
awkward position as the main supporter of their children. They felt unsecured and lost face for
being unable to assist their children. Parents also reported that they did not have much time to read
together with their children as they were tired and also found it difficult to divide their attention
between more than one child. Children’s lack of interest was reported as another hindrance in
parental involvement. Children were said to be too tired and unresponsive after school, as well as
frustrated and not having the motivation to learn. These findings are interesting because, although
parents had low income, and faced many challenges, and had to work full time, the authors found

that they were nonetheless making many efforts to facilitate the children’s EFL learning.
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In addition, Lee (2010) revealed that parents’ judgment about their roles and the way they were
involved in their children’s EFL learning was dependent largely on their social background, socio-
economic status, educational background and perceived English competency. Nineteen parents
with different educational backgrounds took part in the study, and all of them expressed a strong
readiness and aspiration to assist their children’s EFL learning and had common targets for their
children’s EFL education, namely oral language competency and the importance of having an

attraction towards learning the language.

The findings of the study revealed that twelve parents, regardless of educational and financial
background, and even some with very restricted English capacity, deemed themselves to be
assistants to their child’s learning, partnering with the teacher and contributing indirectly to the
children’s learning by providing resources, facilitating homework, showing cartoons in English

and playing English songs.

Five other parents with slightly higher educational attainment compared to other participants
(college graduate level), and who believed in their own English capability, took part directly and
indirectly in the children’s EFL learning. They perceived themselves as facilitating their children’s
learning, as being collaborative partners with the teacher and as providers of resources. In those
roles, they taught their children vocabulary including in respect to numbers and colours, as well as
utilising any suitable opportunities to teach English, such as when they saw things on the road.

In contrast, two parents who only had primary education and who struggled economically, thought
that EFL learning should be the responsibility of the teacher. Although they voiced interest in
supporting their children’s learning, they only participated a little compared to the other parents.
Both parents tried to find free English materials from other relatives, but they could not engage
their children in English activities since their financial limitations prevented them from buying
materials to help their children. These parents therefore hoped that the school could assist their
children more. Another concern reported by one of the parents was the nature of their job, which
required them to undertake shift-work. This hindered their capacity to devote much attention to
their children’s learning. School was therefore perceived as the only resource these parents could

depend on to support their children and get them involved in learning.
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In relation to the strategies utilised by the parents, ten sent their children to after-school
programmes of different types, such as after-school centres and small English teaching studios for
between two and five hours a week. The participating parents reported that these programmes were
tailored to their children’s needs and that children received more focused help, with less than
twenty students in each class. These programmes also gave parents guidance on how to help their
children. For example, the textbook included instructions in the Chinese language so that the
parents could be more involved in their children’s learning. Interactions between parents and

teachers occurred in the programme, unlike at the school the children attended.

Besides sending children to the after school programme, a number of other approaches were
employed by the parents to facilitate the children. With regard to strategies utilised at home, almost
all parents were involved in helping with their children’s homework, as provided by the school
and after-school programme teachers. While nine parents checked the finished homework and
identified mistakes or checked comments provided by teachers when homework was given back,

six other parents only ensured that the homework was completed on time.

A majority of the families also had multimedia materials, but the type and the number of the
materials present depended on the parents’ socio-economic status. The two parents who had
primary education and who struggled economically relied on children’s decisions to use or not to
use the materials. Thirteen parents only played the supplied CD and DVD to their children and
three others incorporated activities with the use of those materials. Most parents also had written
materials such as picture dictionaries, flash cards, work books and big books. A majority of the
parents who provided written materials also occasionally took their children to the library and
book-store. It was also highlighted that five families who did not have English written materials

had children with lower English attainment. Lee (2010, p. 30) concurred that:

While it would be misleading to suggest a relationship between the availability of
English written materials and children’s English learning outcomes, information on
the language and literacy environment in which the English learning of low performing
children took place is crucial in understanding the learning process of these children.
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Lee (2010) also highlighted that seven parents with high attaining children practised shared book
reading activities with their children. Four of these, however, perceived themselves as having
limited capacity in English thus they selected books that could be read by children and provided
appropriate feedback and scaffolding to their ability. They also believed that they needed to show
their children the importance and value of EFL reading. Three other parents with higher
competency were able to teach their children directly by placing emphasis on placing emphasis on

decoding skills. In contrast, they talked less about pictures and the content of the book.

Lee (2010) subsequently outlined a few characteristics that parents of high-performing students
had, regardless of their educational background and economic status. These included sending
children to out of school programmes, participating significantly in homework activities, regular
interactions with the teachers of the after school programme, and providing a rich literacy home
environment with resources and activities. Interestingly, most of these parents (with three
exceptions), they did not perceive themselves as competent in English and, even some of those

with financial restraints were able to overcome such challenges by giving the best that they could.

Nine parents in the study also shared how they invented activities to assist their children’ ESL
learning. For instance, a few parents hid the Chinese captions when their children were watching
English-language cartoons in an effort to improve their children’s listening skills. Another activity
involved using simple computer software that permits the child to build a bank of English words

and phrases, and travelled to English-speaking places with their children.

In summary, Lee (2010) concluded that a few factors such as parents’ English language
competency, financial limitations, time restrictions and access to English resources affected the

types and times of involvement of the parents in the study.

Wati (2015) conducted a study of parents with young English language learners in Acheh,
Indonesia, discovering that, regardless of their educational level and economic status, parents had
positive attitudes towards the language, and used many methods to engage with their children’s
EFL learning. By using semi-structured in-depth interviews, the author determined that all

participating parents agreed that English was important and that their children needed to learn
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English in order to facilitate their later tertiary education, acquire knowledge, access information
and communicate when they went overseas, thereby enhancing their quality of life through access
to better employment. Hence, the parents believed that the language should be taught since the
first year of primary school. The parents also hoped that their children could do well in English
since they themselves were not good at it. The parents in the study also felt that parents had a
paramount role in assisting their children’s learning, to motivate them and to discipline them. All
parents illustrated their interest in their children’s EFL education by being directly involved in the
EFL learning. For instance, one parent dedicated 30 minutes every day to carrying out revision
with her child. Some parents provided a number of pictures of English vocabulary in their child’s
room, bought English stories, English DVD cartoons and sent the child to extra lessons. A parent
who had low income and low education and could not send their children to courses helped by
reviewing the topic and providing some drilling. Another parent with a similar background
encouraged his son and his neighbour’s son to join the free English course operated by outside
volunteers at their village. One other parent who often picked up his son at school would
sometimes ask what was learned at school and asked his elder daughter to help his son with any
difficulties faced.

As explained earlier, the findings from Majid et al.’s large study in Malaysia revealed that media
and technology is not considered as material for learning literacy in this environment (Majid et al.,
2005). Other research in the Malaysian context by Boivin, AlBakri, Yunus, Mohammed and
Muniandy (2014) confirmed this an idea, noting that parents with children between two and eight
years of age associated literacy with reading and writing and did not feel that other forms of
resources derived from technology, such as songs, YouTube, movies and games, would help their
children develop their literacy. Nonetheless, the parents in this study seemed very interested in
participating in their children’s literacy learning. Similar findings were also determined in the
study by Emmanuel (2000) from participating Malaysian Indian parents. Specifically, large
majorities of this group never showed English videos (93.7%) or English TV programmes (63.7%)
to their children. This represents a striking difference to findings from international studies such
as those of Forey et al. (2015), Lee (2010), Li (2004), Pendleton (2017) and Rodriguez (2005), all
of whom discovered that parents considered English videos, programmes or channels as tools to

facilitate their children’s ESL learning.
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Homework has been found to be highly valued by a majority of parents in several previous studies
(Lee, 2010; Li, 2004; Pendleton, 2017; Reyes et al., 2007; Rodriguez, 1999; Rodriguez, 2005;
Xiaoyi, 2017), but the method and extent of parental involvement with homework differed. For
example, parents in the study by Xiaoyi (2017) accompanied and supervised their children when
doing their homework. Besides that, in a study of Latino parents with children diagnosed with
learning disabilities, Rodriguez (2005) discovered that homework was either done by children
immediately upon coming home from school or after doing other activities such as playing and
watching TV. Rodriguez (1999) also found that Dominican mothers got involved with their
children’s learning by asking about the existence of homework, checking notebooks and
facilitating their children. The authors of all the studies mentioned above believed that being
actively involved in English homework was indicative of a good parental contribution to their
children’s English learning. It was believed that a parent’s role in facilitating children to complete
homework will help children to become confident in completing tasks and improve their English
learning attainment. It was further argued that children who obtain assistance with schoolwork
have more capability in reading (Majid et al., 2005).

2.4.3 Challenges Facing the Parents

A disjunction has been reported between, on the one hand, parents’ consciousness of the
importance of their involvement, and its potential to have a substantial impact on children’s
achievement in English learning (Al-Mahroogi Denman & Al-Maamari, 2016; Mahmoud, 2018)
while, on the other hand, their conscious that their participation remained inadequate to deliver
those benefits (Al-Mahrooqi et al., 2016). Thus, while parental participation is advocated, it is
equally important to recognise how the limitations of parents while working to support their
children’s ESL literacy learning pervades throughout the entire involvement (Ruzane, 2013). This
is because not all parents possess similar resources and opportunities to participate in their
children’s literacy learning, and many also face real barriers that make it less possible for the
parents to get more actively involved in their children’s learning (Adheisat, 2014). The challenges
that have been reported by parents themselves in previous research related to ESL learning and

literacy are therefore explored further in this section.
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Studies such as that of Kavanagh and Hickey (2013) have reported the challenges that parents face
in relation to their participation with children’s language learning, while parts of the study by
Ruzane (2013) also highlight the challenges facing parents. Kavanagh and Hickey (2013)
investigated the barriers to parental involvement in children who studied in an Irish medium
primary school. These parents utilised English as their first language and sent their children to Irish
immersion schools. From interviews conducted with the parents, the authors generated a few main
themes in relation to issues facing the parents in respect to participating in their children’s Irish
language learning, namely parents and family factors, child factors and school and community

factors.

In respect to the parents’ factor, parents reported a lack of proficiency in the Irish language, and
resulting lack of confidence in helping their children learn language. Their lack of proficiency also
led to emotional issues including feeling anxious and embarrassed to speak with their children’s
teacher. The parents further felt uncomfortable when going to school premises when surrounded
with more fluent Irish speakers. Parents also articulated their worries about using inappropriate
Irish in the presence of their children. Parents felt that their lack of capability undermined their
authority as parents, especially when their children corrected their flaws in using the language.
Parents were also concerned about teaching their children words and grammar incorrectly. Another
aspect stated in regard to the parents’ factor was practical issues related to time constraints, child
management and conflicting commitments. Parents reported being time-poor, and thus having
virtually no opportunity to participate in their children’s learning. This circumstance was reported
by a single mother with three children and other working mothers. As such, these parents were
unable to spend time getting involved with their children’s school activities. Due to their busy life,

parents perceived their ‘rushing’ as a barrier to them speaking Irish with children at home.

Another aspect of the challenges discussed in Kavanagh and Hickey (2013) was in respect to
family factors. It was reported by some parents that since family members, such as their spouse
and other children, were not proficient in the language, they did not want to exclude those family

members in conversation and therefore resorted to using English. Additionally, the parents also
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reported that other children who attended an English medium school reacted negatively when the

parents conversed in Irish with the child who attended an Irish medium school.

In relation to children’s factors, Kavanagh and Hickey (2013) also commented that some parents
with good Irish proficiency found it challenging to promote Irish to their children at home because
the children did not respond well. According to the parents, their children preferred to use English
at home because Irish is associated with school and not with home or play. Additionally, the
parents seemed to have given up in their attempts to get involved in their children’s learning, for
example, by supporting children with reading, due to their perception of their own limitations. The
parents thought that they were unable to support children correctly and thus were not useful to
them. Specifically, they reported that their children laughed at them when they made mistakes as
they were better in reading than their parents. Another issue in relation to the children’s factor was
a lack of invitation from their children. The parents mentioned that as their children got older they
were less expressive in asking for help from their parents, and parents did not increase their
participation by approaching students directly to offer help. For instance, one parent stated that her
child did her homework all by herself and never asked for help.

School and community factors were perceived as another challenge by the parents involved with
their children’s Irish learning (Kavanagh & Hickey, 2013). One aspect discussed by the parents
was that of lack of resources and inability to locate the resources, specifically reading materials.
Parents also commented that they could not find engaging and suitable interactive online learning
resources to encourage their children’s learning. Other parents also searched for classes to learn
Irish so that they could become better involved with their children. They expected that the

community and school could play a role in helping them by providing such classes.

Another aspect under school and family factors is that of parents’ disappointment with the level of
support received (Kavanagh & Hickey, 2013). It was reported that some parents had attended Irish
classes organised by the school at some point in time. Based on their experience, it was discovered
that the class size was too big, resulting in difficulty in asking questions. Parents also noted that
they were turned off from attending classes due to an unfamiliar regional Irish accent used by the

teachers. Additionally, the classes also did not meet the parents’ expectations. One final aspect

85



with regards to school and family factors was a lack of invitations or opportunities for involvement.
Parents commented that invitations for parents to help in the classroom had decreased compared
to previous occasions. Other parents stated that they wanted to help in the classroom but that they
did not know how to get the message across to the teacher. Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler
commented on the issue by stating that “the knowledge of parental involvement and its influence
on educational outcomes for children is likely to be enhanced as researchers and policy makers’
focus on the benefit it may create for all involved in the process — child, parent, school, and the
community as a whole.” (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997, p.6).

The parents in the study by Ruzane (2013) admitted that they had problems in assisting their
children’s learning since English was not their first language. Their inability to read and understand
English hindered their capacity to help. For instance, while the parents were trying to assist their
children in doing homework assigned by the teacher, parents could not understand the instructions.
They felt that the teachers should understand their conditions and provide easier instructions or
clear examples in their children’s homework so that they could better assist their children. Some
parents reported that they were unfamiliar with the methods utilised by the teachers nowadays,
reducing their confidence in helping their children. For example, phonics is utilised in reading but
parents did not know about phonics instructions. One parent also stated that he neither knew the
right words to use nor the content of the lesson. Another parent mentioned that their child’s English
was better than theirs. Thus, the parents asked their other children to help the child who required
assistance in learning. Several parents mentioned that they felt that the teachers knew best about
their child’s education and that they did not want to meddle with the teachers’ duty. The parents
in this study hoped that the school would provide extra teaching sessions for their children as the
teacher knew their children better in this respect. Some parents also hoped that the school could
provide an English course for them and expose them to the teaching methods employed at school

so that they could better support their children’s learning at home.

In short, the reviewed literature revealed that, generally, parents are interested and feel a
responsibility to get involved in their children’s ESL learning, regardless of their background. The
degree or extent of parental participation is, however, dependent on aspects such as parents’

cultural and social backgrounds (e.g. Lee, 2010; Li, 1999; Pendleton, 2017), and on their individual
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and contextual influences (e.g. Lee, 2010; Walker et al., 2005). What is critical for this study
though is that, to my knowledge, little research can be found within the context of the Malaysian

primary classroom that highlights the parents of ESL struggling readers.

244 Conclusion

This section reviewed the literature on some aspects related to the way parents work with children
at home. As discussed in the theoretical framework of this study, parents are part of a child’s
immediate context (their microsystem) (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and thus have a deep influence on
that child’s development. Particularly, this section reviewed the importance of parental
involvement, the constructions of involvement, cultural, individual and contextual elements in
relation to involvement, various examples of how parents participate with their children’s ESL
learning, and the challenges faced by parents in respect to their efforts while working with their
children. The subsequent section explains existing literature related to students, who are positioned
at the central point of the ecological framework (Chai, Koh, Lim & Tsai, 2014), both influencing
and being influenced by the contexts surrounding them. Particularly, this section discusses work
on accessing and interpreting the perceptions of students themselves about their learning
experience in the ESL classroom as a way ultimately to gain access to an understanding of how

individual students engage with their ESL learning.

2.5 Students’ Perceptions

In this section I will review the literature pertinent to the importance of exploring ESL struggling

readers’ own perceptions and what those perceptions are with regards to ESL learning.

25.1 The Importance of Exploring ESL Struggling Readers’ Perceptions

Perceptions can also be regarded as ‘attitudes’ (Barkhuizen 1998, p. 88; Mamun, 2015, p. 28),
‘views’, ‘opinions’, (Mamun, 2015, p. 28) ‘beliefs’, ‘understandings’ and ‘experience’ (Noursi,
2013, p. 22). In the educational field, research concerning students’ perceptions are typically

related to perceptions towards school, and subjects taught in school, such as learning a second
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language (Rahimi & Hassani, 2011), and towards educators and other students (Navarro-
Villarroel, 2011). Rudduck (1996, p. 15) argued that among the things that we can learn from
children are “what helps them to work hard, what switches them off, what kinds of teaching do
they value and what kind of support they need? They are, after all, our “expert witnesses”. It is
further believed that students’ perceptions are just as important as teachers’ in facilitating the
process of defining and improving the instructional methods in the ESL classroom (Mamun, 2015).
Kumaravadivelu (1991, p. 107) stated that “the more we know about the learner’s personal
approaches and personal concepts, the better and more productive our intervention will be”. Apart
from that, students have distinct needs, likings and learning preferences (Noursi, 2013). If teachers
are aware of their students’ feelings and perceptions, as well as their actions towards these feelings,
teachers will be able to plan and conduct activities that are more tailored to the children’s needs
and thus more likely to achieve the desired learning outcomes (Barkhuizen, 1998, p. 18; Breen,
1989; Fanselow, 1992; Nunan, 1988). Since the aim of teaching methods is to assist and develop
student learning, it is vital to place focus on those who are meant to obtain the benefits, the

students, who are one of the most important stakeholders in the education system (Wiggs, 2012).

There has been a lack of research into students’ perceptions of instructional methods and students
as readers (Garrett, 2012; Wiggs, 2012). In the context of ESL students, Mufioz (2014) asserted
that there has been little research looking at young students’ perceptions of learning a foreign
language, let alone students who are identified as low attainment students or struggling readers.
Furthermore, Jin and Cortazzi (2019, p. 487) stated that “despite huge interest and the millions of
learners involved at ever younger ages”, researching young students in English language in East

Asian “remains one of the least researched areas in ELT.”

In Malaysia specifically, research investigating Year 1 struggling readers (as in my study) is yet
to be found. This is probably because researchers may not be very confident with children’s
awareness of their own experiences and children’s ability to clearly express their experiences,
particularly those prior to or in primary school (Kissau, Adams & Algozzine, 2015; lwaniec,
2014). Nonetheless, studies conducted outside Malaysia by Einarsdottir, Dockett and Perry (2005),
Hsieh (2011), Li (2004) and Ma (2011) have revealed that “children are knowledgeable about their

learning environment” from a very young age and able to express their experiences (Hsieh, 2011,
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p. 256). Additionally, Block (1994) believed that, regardless of age, students are mindful about

what transpires in the class, and thus their feelings and thoughts can be explored and studied.

Oldfather (1995, p. 14) recommended that, “students are a rich but often untapped resource for
teachers”. Erickson and Schultz (1992, p. 467) assert that “If the student is visible at all in a
research study, he is usually viewed from the perspective of... educators’ interests and ways of
seeing... Rarely is the perspective of the student herself explored”. Since students’ perceptions are
rarely sought, assumptions are made by teachers about the students and their learning experience
which are not similar to what students really experience (Wray & Medwell, 2006). More study is
therefore required to comprehend how struggling readers perceive the subject they learn, how they
perceive themselves as readers and how they experience instructional methods from their own
viewpoints “which could then help guide reading instructional decisions, shed insight into how
and where communications break down, and in turn potentially help close the learning gap for

struggling readers” (Wiggs, 2012, p. 6).

A range of approaches can be used to explore students’ perceptions in relation to their language
learning (Barcelos, 2000). These include questionnaires listing a self-determined set of statements,
students’ self-reports, interviews and a combination of approaches that normally involve
classroom observations. Zakir (2017) further mentioned that observing students in the classroom,
and interviewing them about their experience, can help inform researchers about students’ thoughts
and emotions in relation to their learning. It is further agreed by Stuvland (2019) that observing
students offers some insight into existing perceptions, while listening to the students’ statements
can offer a comprehensive understanding of their learning experience. Innovative methods also
take place in the qualitative research field with young students (Jin & Cortazzi, 2019), such as
using pictures, cards, toys or objects that can be combined with interviews to help yield fascinating
perceptions, attitudes and feelings on students’ learning experiences (Jin et al., 2014, 2016).
Whichever research method is applied, the relative lack of prior work with young students in this
area means that they all help to build the foundations of a more robust understanding of their

thoughts and viewpoints on their English learning experience (Pinter 2006, 2011, 2015).
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2.5.2 Perceptions of Students with Regards to Aspects Related to ESL Learning

Since a very limited number of studies are available in relation to the perceptions of struggling
readers in the ESL and non-ESL context, | will also review past studies on perceptions of ESL
students in general since reading is just one part of the language learning experience. These
perceptions include perceptions of ESL, perceptions of the learning experience in the classroom,

and the difficulties that ESL students face while learning English.

2.5.2.1 Perceptions of ESL

As shown by a number of studies, English is valued and perceived as important by a lot of students
for multiple reasons (Araos, 2015; Betty, 2016; Inostroza, 2018; Jin et al., 2014; Nikolov, 1999;
Ruzane, 2013). In the study carried out by Araos (2015), participating students deemed that
learning English was valuable because it can be used in the future, in addition to what the language
can offer them in terms of personal contentment. English is also deemed necessary because it is
used as a communications tool with people from different countries if they travel or meet other
nationalities. Other children also reported that they are pleased to be able to use English and to
share English knowledge with their friends and family members. The study by Araos (2015)
utilised focus groups to garner information from nine-year-old Chilean EFL students. Similarly,
Inostroza (2018), in another focus group study with nine-year-old Chilean EFL students,
discovered that the students perceived English as valuable because it is used for immediate
practical purposes that offer personal satisfaction, such as listening to music, and for future use.
Similar findings were also yielded in the study by Ruzane (2013) who discovered that young EAL
students in her research expressed a positive attitude towards English. The students agreed that it
was necessary for them to learn English to acquire jobs in the future and to further their study at
the higher level of education. The students believed that English is essential whenever they need
to interact with other people apart from assisting them in increasing their self-esteem and
confidence and making them feel significant. All the students also viewed English as important
because the language is ubiquitous in this modern era, with a presence in shops, newspapers and
books. A few students expressed beliefs that seemed to be influenced by what their parents told

them. For instance, the students elaborated that English is important because their parents told
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them so. The study involved thirty students using classroom observation and twelve students in

focus group discussions.

Jin et al. (2014), meanwhile, conducted a questionnaire-based study of Primary Years one and
three students in China. The results showed that the majority of the participants expressed their
enjoyment at learning English and described English as valuable and beneficial for their academic
endeavours with practical uses in the future such as for travelling. Furthermore, the ability to speak
English made students feel proud of themselves (Betty, 2016). Indeed, many students in previous
studies have expressed that they like to learn English (Betty, 2016; Hashim, 2016; Hsieh, 2001;
Inostroza, 2018; Nikolov, 1999). For example, in the study by Hashim (2016), a lot of students in
the study (78.6% of the 262) stated that learning English was fun and not so hard. Many students
also stated that they liked studying English and regarded English as their favourite subject (Betty,

2016) or positioned English as among their first and second preference subjects (Nikolov, 1999).

In addition, Cheng et al. (2016) carried out a study with two low attaining and two high attaining
ESL Malaysian primary students using interviews. The findings showed that the high performing
students were highly motivated to learn English because they wanted to go overseas and to become
an international singer. Another reason mentioned was that the students were interested in English
songs and movies, hence they wanted to really understand them. In contrast, the low performing
students believed that English had no use in their life. One student stated that he would discontinue
study after primary school and join his father’s job as a construction worker. He therefore felt that
English would not play a role in his future life or help him to enhance his livelihood. The other
student expressed his dislike towards English, feeling that English is difficult and stating that he
often failed the tests at school. In relation to the perceptions of students towards their English
teacher, on the one hand, high performing students perceived their teachers as humorous and
inspiring and looked forward to having a similar teacher teaching them in the following year. On
the other hand, low performing students were scared of the teacher and preferred to have a different
teacher to teach them next year.

A contrasting finding was discovered in the study by Mat and Yunus (2014) with average and low

attaining Malaysian primary school students, that a majority of them were highly motivated in
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learning and expressed positive attitudes towards learning English. Most of the students (96% of
40 participants) expressed liking and having an interest in learning English, and 88% stated that
learning English was great. A majority of the students (93%) indicated that learning English was
vital because to secure a good job and be respected by others. The jobs that they thought required
English proficiency included doctors, engineers, pilots and bankers. Most of the students (93%) in
this study also agreed that they had a strong aspiration to learn English and 90% also indicated that
they wanted to become fluent in English and many of them (63%) wanted to speak many languages
well. The reasons for their desire to become multilingual is because they want to make more friends
who speak different languages and to make them understand what other people said, particularly

on radio and televisions.

Besides that, the roles of adults, such as teachers and family members, in students’ learning
processes was also mentioned in the study by Mat and Yunus (2014). Many participants (73%)
stated that they wanted to learn English because their English teachers were nice and 80% of the
students also perceived their teacher as an inspiration. This was further commented on by the
respondents when they said that their teacher cared about them and did not embarrass them in the
class. Other children explained that the teacher was able to teach them well and taught new words
every day. In contrast, students felt that they did not receive much support at home. Over half of
participating students (56%) did not favour watching cartoons and listening to English songs. One
of the reasons given was because their parents listened to Malay radio and did not allow their
children to tune into English programmes. The study utilised a questionnaire and interviews to

garner information from forty students aged between 10-12 years old.

Similarly, in other findings, 71.2% of the 262 student participants in Hashim’s (2016) study stated
that the English teacher made learning English fun and enjoyable. The students believed that the
teacher utilised different materials that surprised them and encouraged them to use English during
school time. Conversely, students in Betty’s (2016) study agreed that they had the best English
teachers and also felt that the available teaching aids made the learning sessions friendly. In
addition, students also believed that their teachers were sensitive to their individual needs and were
committed to helping the students. Moreover, the students allied their success in learning English

to the help they received from their teachers when they were struggling (Mufioz, 2014).
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Nikolov (1999) and Ruzane (2013) further associated learning English as a second or foreign
language with getting assistance from adults. Nikolov (1999), in her study, revealed that 6-8 year
old children in her study learned EFL because of their teachers and parents. For example, students
mentioned that the teachers were kind and nice, had long hair, and primarily because they felt
loved by the teacher. Other responses were connected to family-related reasons. For example,
students wanted to teach their family members and their family members also learned English.
Besides that, children felt that their understanding improved when teachers explained things in the
children’s first language (Ruzane, 2013). Furthermore, Ruzane (2013) revealed that, besides
teachers, adults such as uncles and aunts, were also among those who played a role in helping
language learning. Additionally, most of the children found that the support received through
encouragement, library visits and learning resources supported their language learning. On the one
hand, six children particularly commented that their English improved because their parents
provided them with resources such as books, computers and toys. As such, they were helped
directly by their parents. On the other hand, three children confided that resources such as books
and computers were not available at home. They also said that they had little opportunity to use
the school computers as these had to be shared with other students across the entire school,
meaning that they had limited exposure to interactive educational activities on computers. Seven
out of twelve children obtained support in reading homework, while the others were upset about
not getting help from their parents, who could not speak English or spoke very little. The children
did, however, receive help from older sisters or brothers and relatives like uncles and aunts.
Sometimes they were not able to complete their homework as they were unable to understand the
instructions, or their parents had other commitments. It was also reported that some students’
homework was done by their siblings and children. Children in the study also confided that the
presence of an English-speaking environment in the house helped in their English language
development. Six of the students believed that using English at home and school helped one’s
fluency in the language more than using English only at school. Seven children stated that they
wished that they could speak English with adults at home as they had access to very few people

with whom they could converse in the language.
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In another study by Cheng et al. (2016), involving low attaining and high attaining ESL primary
school students in Malaysia, it was discovered that low attaining students stated that their family
members did not supervise their homework completion. Family members also did not ask students
to record the homework given by the teacher. Further, English was not entirely utilised at home.
In contrast, students with high attainment reported that their family members ensured that their
homework was completed and that they sat down with their mother to perform the homework. The

use of English at home was also present in this group, although only very minimally.

2.5.2.2 Classroom Learning Experiences

Preferred teaching methods were also discussed by students in previous research. For example, the
students in the study by Araos (2015) felt that they enjoy doing activities which are challenging
but motivating and fun. They are inspired to become attentive and participative in the lesson when
the teacher said something that they cannot really understand. The findings concur with Inostroza
(2018) who found that the EFL students in his study liked the challenging activities, which made
them engaged in the learning. Besides that, Ruzane (2013) also illustrated that EAL students in her
study preferred to learn English in a range of different ways. These included through seeing,
feeling and touching real things, having interactive learning using computers, learning by looking
at examples shown by the teacher, doing diverse activities like drawing and painting, talking to
others like friends, listening to stories, listening to and singing music, and acting out the stories.
Another finding discovered in the study by Ruzane (2013) was that some of the students liked to
learn through repetition because this activity helped them to memorise what they learned in the
classroom. In contrast, EFL Chinese students in the study by Jin et al., (2016) stated that they
disliked reciting and memorising English words. Besides that one child in Ruzane (2013)’s study
also reported that he enjoyed the interesting lessons planned and executed by the teacher who also
gave praise and rewards to the children with stickers, similar to the children in the study by Nikolov
(1999).

In another study by Hsieh (2011), the findings revealed that children reported that activities that
they found interesting were singing, dancing, and playing games. Similar findings were discovered
in a study by Nikolov (1999), where children aged 6-8 years old cited playing games as the most
enjoyable activity in the EFL classroom. In contrast to the studies by Hsieh (2011) and Nikolov
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(1999), which showed that students liked hands-on activities, participants in the study by Mufioz
(2014) preferred traditional types of learning, where all students could see the board and hear the

teacher’s voice, over group work activities or play.

Studies have also revealed negative experiences of ESL students in English language classrooms.
For instance, students had restricted opportunities to take part in the English lessons, including not
being picked by their teacher although they were excited to answer the questions. This is similar
to findings by Inostroza (2018), that students felt that they had limited opportunity for involvement
in lessons, such as experiencing a narrow chance to answer the teacher’s questions. Some
participants felt that the teacher’s use of English words that they did not understand made learning
complicated and difficult (Araos, 2015). Additionally, some children in a study by Inostroza
(2018) also mentioned they sometimes disliked the lesson as it involved difficult to understand
words. Students in the study by Mufioz (2014) similarly revealed that students found spelling
activities challenging. Mat and Yunus (2014) also explored negative experiences of ESL students,
citing how a small number of intermediate and low-achieving students in their study admitted that
they paid little attention in class for reasons such as being distracted by other students’ noises and
students’ passing the classroom. Two participants said that they did not understand what was being

taught by the teacher while another two students stated that the lessons were uninteresting and dull.

A few studies, such as those of Araos (2015) and Inostroza (2018) also discuss students’ ideal ESL
lessons. Students in the study by Araos (2015) felt that they preferred lessons that integrated acting,
playing and handicrafts activities to make the learning more fun. Similar responses were garnered
from EFL students in the study by Inostroza (2018) who mentioned that students preferred a

classroom with hands-on activities, such as acting, games, handicrafts and oral activities.

2.5.2.3 Challenges Facing the Students

Difficulties experienced and reported by students are also illustrated in a few studies. For instance,
Ruzane (2013) reported that of the thirty participating students, seven said that learning English
was enjoyable but difficult, five admitted that they did not enjoy learning English, and two
mentioned that learning English was boring. All five children also admitted that they would find

learning the language easier when they were older. One child also reported that she was uncertain
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to answer the questions posed by the teacher in the classroom as she might be ridiculed by her
friends for providing wrong answers and that made her get embarrassed and angry at herself.
Another child confided that she could not remember what she wanted to say because English words
were still strange to her. She also worried that her teacher would consider her lazy and as not
putting enough effort in class because she would take a long time to think before producing the
answer. Problems related to self-confidence and concern over people’s judgment were also
reported in the study by Tepfenhart (2011), who discovered that students were reluctant to
participate in classroom learning because they were afraid of making mistakes that would
embarrass them in front of their friends. Students also did not feel that they were good enough, or

had sufficient knowledge, regarding foreign language learning.

Besides that, Mat and Yunus (2014) also revealed that in relation to the problems that ESL students
faced in learning English, 73% of the participants reported that they felt nervous when speaking
English in the classroom. This is because they did not understand the lesson, did not have sufficient
vocabulary to answer the teacher’s questions, had problems pronouncing words correctly in

English, and were worried about being laughed at by other students.

In addition, three participating students in the study by Hsieh (2011) mentioned that, although
learning English was fun, they also felt that it was challenging. For instance, one student, named
Bon, said that he could not understand English because he did not speak much of the language.
Another student, Wen, stated that learning and speaking English was hard for him. Another
student, Yi, also expressed a negative reaction towards learning the language as she said that she
could not understand the language at all. Although the teacher taught her, she still felt that the
language was difficult and she did not know how to learn the language.

In another study, Li (2004) exposed the difficulties that Chinese ESL struggling learners faced
while learning in the classroom in a Canadian school, focusing on two children, Billy and Jake.
Billy reported he was interested in learning at school, but felt that speaking English was not easy
since he had a very limited vocabulary. He also admitted that he needed to work on his spelling
and believed that writing was important. He also commented that learning can be fun, as he learns

many things, but less so if he needs to write boring stuff. He was also upset that his friends in his
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group did not do their homework and this affected his engagement with the group discussions.
Billy also aimed to read more books throughout the year and chose simple books despite imagining
himself as reading the more complex Harry Potter book series in his drawing. He commented that
reading can be fun and has many details, but sometimes he disliked reading because it was tedious.
He also realised that he would have to read a lot in high school later, thus he needed to start reading

now.

The other participant, Jake, expressed that although he read a lot at home if he liked the books,
when he disliked the books he disliked reading. He said that he liked reading when he was small
as he loved looking at the pictures in books, but as he grew up, he found that simply looking at
pictures was no longer any fun. He also admitted his difficulty comprehending the vocabulary used
in subjects such as Science and Mathematics. He also detested learning vocabularies, spelling and
grammar, instead preferring writing, which he described as a fun and educational activity,

including doing crosswords and Scrabble.

Furthermore, a study about struggling readers in primary school in a non-ESL context by Wiggs
(2012) focused on the reading experiences of three third-grade struggling readers in an elementary
school in a town in the Midwest of the USA. The three participants were Anthony, Suzie and
Damon. One of the themes discussed in the study was students’ reading perceptions revolving
around hard words. For Anthony, hard words were those that were difficult to decode or words
which cannot be sounded out. Anthony referred to these words as big words that he was still
learning. Anthony was, however, able to mark the correct answers if the teacher read the words
aloud to him because he could understand the meaning. Suzie perceived hard words as the many
words which she had problems decoding and understanding; for example, in the storybook that
she read or in the questions posed by the teacher. From Damon’s perspective, he was having
difficulty decoding the words, understanding words in the vocabulary lists, and he simply did not
comprehend what he read. He also associated his lack of comprehension with forgetfulness as he
said he forgot what he read. Despite this, he had the ability to pronounce hard words, including

how words fit together to construct a meaningful text.
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The second theme discussed in the study by Wiggs (2012) was that struggling readers experience
internal barriers. For example, when Anthony read he felt pressured to read fast and the pressure
intensified when he read aloud such that he would sweat and feel anxious. Suzie felt that she did
not have adequate time to read the task given by the teacher and to decode the words. Damon felt
shy when reading aloud but felt happy when he read alone. He also enjoyed recreational reading
at home compared to academic reading at school. The final theme elaborated in the study is that
the students were sensitive towards others’ perceptions of them. For example, Anthony was
influenced by the way his friend described him as an okay reader. He was also afraid of his friends
laughing at him for still working on a task that others had already completed. Suzie felt that her
friends thought she was strange and giggled at her for stopping when reading while trying to figure
out words. In addition, Damon felt that his friends did not like him reading because he was slow
at it.

In another research, Garrett (2012) explored the English learning experiences of twelve-year-old
students using a questionnaire and interviews. The participants encompassed the two highest
performing students in their class (Gavin and Kole), two middle performing students (Calvin and
Jessica) and the two lowest performing students (Miranda and Destiny). In relation to feelings
related to reading, all the students expressed that they liked reading, and four of them (the highest
and middle performing students) provided positive experiences while reading, with the most
recurring words mentioned being interest and choice. Garrett (2012) also revealed that three of the
four highest and middle performing students provided negative experiences associated with
reading. For example, Jessica and Calvin stated they felt unhappy when they were unable to
understand things they read in the classroom. Gavin, in contrast, seemed to feel successful in
reading as he only gave a comical example of negative experience. All of the highest and middle
performing four students showed that they were successful readers since they chose to do reading
as their preferred activity when asked by the researcher. As for the two lowest performing students,
although they enjoyed reading, sometimes they felt lazy and found it boring. Further, they could
articulate the positive and negative experiences they faced when they read. This was probably
because they did not read in extra time and had insufficient experience of the reading process. Both

of them did however mention that their favourite books were ‘Sport Illustrated’ and ‘Twilight’.
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From the study by Garrett (2012), students considered as struggling readers (Destiny, Mirinda and
Calvin) regarded themselves as poor readers, having problems in reading and in understanding
what they read. In contrast, non-struggling readers (Gavin, Kole and Jessica) acknowledged
themselves as good readers and highlighted in detail elements of taking ownership of their own
reading, such as rereading, asking questions to oneself, figuring out the meaning of words and

focusing on comprehension as an important aspect that a good reader should possess.

25.3 Conclusion

In conclusion, researchers have outlined important features of students’ perceptions of various
aspects of ESL learning, including overall perceptions towards English, towards ESL lessons in
the classroom and towards the difficulties that students face. Although relatively few studies
touched specifically on ESL struggling readers, related studies have helped reveal the voices of
students in respect to perceptions about learning English or reading in ESL and non-ESL contexts.
To fill the gap, my study contributes to the literature with regard to young struggling readers in the
ESL context in Malaysia.

Having covered all aspects that | underlined in Section 2.1 as comprising the conceptual

framework for my study, that is the teacher, parent and student dimensions of struggling ESL
readers, the next section sets out the theories that are associated with this study.

99



CHAPTER I1l: METHODOLOGY

3.1 Introduction

This chapter will set out and discuss the research methodology adopted for this study here. As
such, it is divided into several sections which begins with the research paradigm that illustrates my
worldview to “inform the meaning or interpretation of research data” (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017,
p.26). This is followed by the research design, which highlights the information regarding the
participants of the study, research site and pilot study. The data collection methods will then be
explained, followed by the ethical considerations relevant to that data collection. Finally, the
chapter will explain in detail the process followed for analysing the collected data. To reiterate, |

attempt to answer an overarching research question of:

What are struggling ESL primary school students’ English language reading

experiences in the Malaysian context?

Based on this main research question, five sub-questions were devised:

1.1 How does the teacher work with the struggling readers in the classroom?

1.2 How do the participating parents work with their children at home?

1.3 How do the students perceive their ESL learning experiences?

1.4 How do the environmental contexts interact to influence struggling readers’
experiences of reading?

1.5 What are the implications for education policy and practice in Malaysia?

3.2 Research Paradigm

Paradigms are embedded in all educational study (Brooke, 2013). The topic being investigated in

a study is seen from the researcher’s beliefs and perspectives on the world (Guba, 1990; Hughes,
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2010). Such perspectives essentially lead to the “actions”, or the way the topic in the study is
approached or examined (Guba, 1990, p.17; Fraser & Robinson, 2004). In this study, | adopted a
constructivist paradigm, which is alternatively known as a naturalistic (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) or
interpretive paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The constructivist
paradigm is applied in this study because, according to Creswell (2014), social constructivism
deals with the development of subjective meanings and understandings of one’s personal
experiences concerning specific topics based on one’s social and historical background. In this
study, I investigated the struggling ESL primary school students’ English language reading
experiences at a primary school in a Malaysian context. To this end, | explored the voices of the
students themselves, their parents and their ESL teacher. | also observed the reading instructions
in the ESL classroom. | believe that the experiences that these struggling readers had could be
constructed into knowledge through interpretation and reflection. Even though interactions with
multiple participants in this study is important in understanding the struggling readers’
experiences, my personal opinions and judgments play a role too. How I perceive the world and

the way | view how knowledge is constructed are echoed within the constructivist paradigm.

Guba and Lincoln (1989) noted that a study’s research paradigm is founded on the researcher’s
ontological, epistemological and methodological assumptions. This was reiterated by Hitchcock
and Hughes (1995, p.21), who stated that, “ontological assumptions will give rise to
epistemological assumptions which have methodological implications for the choice of particular
data collection techniques”. In other words, the epistemological explanation is limited by the
ontological explanation of a research. The methodological explanation is further dependent on the
epistemological and ontological understanding of the research (Lincoln & Guba, 2013). This
means that the different ontology and epistemology positions that a researcher adopts imply the
use of different kinds of methodologies (Cohen et al., 2005).

3.2.1 Ontology

Ontology is concerned with the nature of existence (Crotty, 1998), or social entities (Bryman,
2012) or reality (Hammersley, 1992). In discussing ontology, Cohen et al. (2005, p.5) posed

questions for us to ponder, “Is social reality external to individuals — imposing itself on their
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consciousness from without — or is it the product of individual consciousness?” Other explanations
have been offered. For example, Antwi and Hamza (2015) described ontology as the approach that
the researcher utilises to describe truth. Ontology, according to Lincoln and Guba (2013, p.39),
deals with the following questions: “What is there that can be known?”” and “What is the nature of

reality?”

The constructivist paradigm posits that realities are multiple (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). The truth is
regarded as not existing and reality is subjective and changing (Bunnis & Kelly, 2010).
Constructivism also posits that “entities exist only in the minds of the persons contemplating them”
(Lincoln & Guba, 2013, p.39). According to Creswell (2014), constructivism deals with the
development of subjective meanings and understandings of one’s personal experiences concerning
specific topics based on their social and historical background. Understandings about the world
are constructed and interpreted by people (Crotty, 1998). In contrast, the positivist paradigm states
that reality is “hard, real and external” (Cohen et al., 2005, p.6). Reality is also claimed as
“objectively given and measurable” or “objective and quantifiable” (Antwi & Hamza, 2015,
p.218). Reality is perceived as unchanging and dependent on universal laws (Hughes, 2010), or

put another way, “static and fixed” (Bunnis & Kelly, 2010).

3.2.2 Epistemology

Epistemology deals with sufficient and valid kinds of knowledge (Gray, 2014). The question
related to epistemology is, “Is knowledge something which can be acquired on the one hand, or,
is it something which has to be personally experienced” (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017, p.27).
Epistemology examines the relationship between the inquirer and the inquired into (Guba, 1990,
p. 27). Since reality under the constructivist paradigm is relative, as described in the previous
ontology section, the multiple realities that exist are built between the researcher and participants
(Bunnis & Kelly, 2010): i.e. varied interpretations of the world are “constructed and not
discovered” (Gray, 2014, p.20) between both parties. Crotty (1998) further claimed that meaning
is generated through social interaction among people. On the one hand, the generated meanings of
the world could be influenced by many factors such as “one’s prior experience and knowledge,

political and social status, gender, race, class, sexual orientation, nationality, personal and cultural
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values” (Lincoln & Guba, 2013, p.40). On the other hand, positivism argues that “truth is possible
to discover” (Mukherji & Albon, 2015, p.24). This is because “Human behaviour is predictable,
caused and subject to both internal pressures (for behaviourist psychologists) and external forces
(for positivistic sociologists)” (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995 p.22). Positivists also “assume the
possibility of some kind of unmediated, direct grasp of the empirical world and that knowledge...

simply reflects or mirrors what is ‘out there’” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 38).

3.2.3 Methodology

Methodology is defined as “the method used in conducting the investigation” (Antwi & Hamza,
2015, p. 2180). Methodology is also described as, “How should we study the world?” (Kawulich,
2012, p.1), and the fundamental question related to methodology is “How does one go about
acquiring knowledge?” (Lincoln & Guba, 2013, p.39). The methodological aspect of a piece of
research must agree with the ontological and epistemological stances of that research. According
to the constructivist paradigm, there is no single reality and the construction of multiple realities
is made through interactions. In addition, social, cultural and historical perspectives play an
important role in shaping people’s sense about the world (Crotty, 1998). The constructivist
paradigm therefore posits that the methodology utilised in a piece of research should explore “the
minds and meaning-making, sense-making activities” (Lincoln & Guba, 2013, p.40), as is often
practised in qualitative research (Creswell, 2014) such as case studies. Positivism, however, argues
that reality is examined by utilising scientific approaches (Frewan, 2015). The paradigm is also
“characterized by the use of the quantitative methodological approach which emphasizes the need
to make generalizations about the world and the need for accurate measurement” (Mukherji &
Albon, 2015, p.24). As human behaviour can be “observed”, “identified”, “predicted” and
“measured” (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995 p.22), the use of surveys and experiments have been
suggested by Cohen et al. (2005) as examples of methodologies appropriate to quantitative

research.

As stated previously, | associate myself with the constructivist paradigm. With that view in mind,

“I refer to myself in the first person to recognise my role” (Vickers, 2016, p.10) in constructing of
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the knowledge that I transform into the content written in this dissertation. At the same time “every

effort was made to value the participants [perspectives]” (Ferrara, 2005, p.230).

3.3 Positionality

Positionality “...reflects the position that the researcher has chosen to adopt within a given research
study” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p.71). The positionality of a researcher can influence aspects
of the research as a whole and the stages of its development. This is supported by Foote and Bartell
(2011, p.46) who ascertained that, “The positionality that researchers bring to their work, and the
personal experiences through which positionality is shaped, may influence what researchers may
bring to research encounters, their choice of processes, and their interpretation of outcomes”. For
these reasons, Wellington (2015) recommends that a brief account of the researcher’s positionality,
encompassing information that is pertinent for readers, should be indicated in a thesis.

My positionality in this study is primarily influenced by my previous career as an ESL teacher in
a primary school. From 2010 to 2016 | taught within a number of government primary schools in
Malaysia. | was also appointed in one year to teach young ESL students who had difficulties in
reading. | adopted phonics instructions as a main method to teach the students and did my best to
get them engaged in their learning. Since | did not have much opportunity to talk to my students
and examine their experience in detail when | myself was a teacher, | was motivated to use this
PhD research to investigate and learn more about these students. | intended to understand the
involvement of teacher and parents with the students and to explore students’ perceptions in
relation to their learning experiences. To this end I listened to voices of multiple participants to

get an in-depth understanding on the struggling readers’ experiences in a comprehensive way.

3.4 Research Design

A qualitative research approach is utilised to undertake this study. Particularly, | adopt a case study
approach, which is a type of qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) which focuses on an
existing occurrence of a group of people (Gustafsson, 2017). A case study is also a valuable design

to examine a specific situation about which little is known (Kumar, 2011). Since the experience of
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struggling readers in the Malaysian primary classroom context is very under-researched, a case
study is therefore highly appropriate for this research. In addition, a case study design is applicable
in my study as I aim to discover “a real-life, contemporary bounded system (a case)... over time,
through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information... and reports
a case description and case themes” (Creswell, 2013, p.97). In this study, | utilised a range of data
collection methods to investigate the learning experiences of the struggling readers and describe
the findings and the themes after analysing the data (observations, interviews and documents
collections). My study in the research site spanned ten weeks and involved three groups: the

struggling readers, their parents and a principal teacher (who was the class English teacher).

3.5 Selection of the Research Site and the Study Participants

This section presents where the study took place, its participants, how these were recruited.

351 Research site

The school that | chose to carry out my study in was a suburban school in Malaysia. The rationale
for choosing the school is because, according to the school headmaster, whom | have been
contacting through phone calls, the school usually has many Year 1 students who are identified as
struggling readers. This meant that | could potentially gain a lot of relevant information about the
phenomenon that | intend to investigate (McMillan & Schumacher, 2006, p.319). I also selected
this school because | have never worked at the school so this factor will minimise bias throughout
the research process. The school consists of 1,309 students from Years 1 to 6, 83 teachers and
seven other members of staff. There are seven classes in each Year and the Year 1 students were
streamed dependent on the students’ general ability in the particular subjects. The number of the
students varied from one class to another but a smaller class size was arranged for low attaining
students. All students are Malay with Malay as their first language. The majority of teachers are
also Malays; only a few are non-Malay but these can speak and write Malay well. The school has
two sessions, morning and afternoon: Years 1, 4, 5 and 6 study in the morning session, and Years

2 and 3 in the afternoon.
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The three-storey school has three blocks: blocks A, B and C. School administration affairs mainly
run in block A, together with the school office, teachers’ room and meeting room. There are also
a few classrooms located in the same block. Many other classrooms are located in blocks B and
C. Year 1 classes are placed in block B adjacent to the school library and school computer lab. The
bell goes at 7.30 am to mark the beginning of the assembly. Students learn several subjects every
day and each lesson lasts from 30 minutes to one hour, depending on the class timetable. Year 1
students have their recess as early as 9.10 am, with the other Years (4, 5 and 6) having recess at
different times. The school was rated as a good school or ‘Sekolah Harapan® (just below excellent)
by school inspectors after achieving 74.58% in their overall performance score (School document,
2017). The ethos of the school is to produce individuals who are responsible towards family,

religion, race and nation.

The classroom consisted of 24 students, 18 boys and 6 girls, and is considered as a low attaining
classroom. Each student has a table and chair and the students are seated in groups of six. The
selected classroom is a very standard primary school classroom in Malaysia, with a mix of children
from medium to low socioeconomic status that could be found in many other Malaysian primary
schools in suburban areas. The students needed to learn a number of subjects: Malay, English,
Islamic Education, Mathematics, Science, Physical Education, Health Education and Art
Education. Each subject was taught by a different teacher. Students learned English every day for
60 minutes, broken down into two slots of 30 minutes per lesson on Tuesdays and Thursdays.
Since there is no rigid criteria on how teaching and learning must be conducted in the struggling
readers’ classroom, teachers who teach struggling readers are expected to pick and choose the
content of the lesson from both the textbook and the struggling readers’ module that must be done
according to the objectives of the lesson. Mrs. Leela who was the English teacher of the classroom
typically dedicated each day to teach the students different language skills, as recommended in the

National Curriculum, including listening and speaking, reading, writing and language art.

3.5.2 The Study Participants

Research in an educational field is described as “the collection and analysis of information on the

world of education so as to understand and explain it better” (Opie, 2004, p.3). As such, I selected
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as participants in this study different stakeholders (MOE, 2013Db) that are directly engaged with
the focal students’ world of education S0 as to maximise my opportunity to attain a comprehensive
and rich understanding of the experience of the struggling readers. These include the struggling
readers themselves, their parents and their classroom English teacher. According to Creswell
(2012a), the number of participants in qualitative research differs between one project to another.
Patton (2002) also argued, “There are no rules for sample size in a qualitative inquiry. Sample size
depends on what you want to know, the purpose of the inquiry, what’s at stake, what will be useful,

what will have credibility and what can be done with available time and resources” (pp. 242-243)

Morse, Lowery and Steury (2014) discovered that, in most theses they examined, the sample size
was selected for convenient reasons. In my case, | decided to have a small sample of participants
so that | could develop individualised relationships and get to know the participants better (Dallas,
2013, p. 49). Having a relatively small number of participants also helped me to give a detailed

account of what happened in the research site (Creswell, 2012a).

3.5.3 Recruitment process

In terms of sampling technique, these participants (the struggling readers and their parents, as well
as the English teacher) were recruited mainly by using purposive sampling (Bryman, 2012). The
main criteria that | used to choose the student participants in this study was those who achieved
non-mastery results in the reading screening and who studied in the low-attaining class. Bryman
(2012) asserts that purposive sampling can be used to help the researcher in selecting participants
who are relevant to the study. These participants were intentionally chosen to meet the research
objectives and research questions (Bryman, 2012). Convenience sampling was also employed to a
certain extent because, among a few schools that | contacted, only this particular school agreed to
participate in my study. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016, p.98), convenience sampling
deals with choosing a sample “based on time, money, location, availability of sites or respondents,

and so on”.

In order to approach young students, the researcher needed first to make contact with their

gatekeepers (Heptinstall, 2000). This is because it is often more realistic for the school staff, such
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as the headteacher and class teacher, to be contacted at the outset to obtain permission to seek
consent from the students (Hill, 2005). Further, it would be challenging to contact the students
without authorisation from either parents or the school administration (Heptinstall, 2000). In this
study, the school headteacher, the class teacher and the class English teacher acted as the main
gatekeepers, and they introduced me to the potential student participants. They identified a class
which consisted of struggling readers who did not achieve a “mastery” result in reading screening.
The headmaster and teacher took into account the possible benefits and harms that the children
and parents may receive upon their agreement in my study. Six children were shortlisted by the
class teacher and English teacher as potential research participants of my study: four boys and two
girls were named from a total of 18 boys and six girls in the struggling readers’ classroom. It is
not my aim to recognise the differences between male and female participants’ responses. Hence,
gender selection is not an issue in this study. The teacher also suggested that the students were to

be seated in the same group to ease the observation process.

The value of the information teachers have concerning their students is undeniable in assisting the
researcher when identifying suitable participants for the study and to facilitate the smoothness of
the study process (McFadyen & Rankin, 2016). This gatekeeper role, however, might influence
the research outcomes because the children who are going to partake in the study are recommended
by them (Flewitt, 2005), even though in this case | had put forward the general characteristics that
I was looking for, which were: 1) students who achieved non-mastery results in the reading
screening; and, 2) students studying in the low-attaining class. Based on the teacher’s report, the
participants in this study also: (3) scored below the passing mark in the school English tests,
signifying that they had difficulties with reading; (4) had reading issues as reported by their
teacher. Besides that, also according to the teacher, the chosen students had the verbal capacity to
respond to the researcher’s questions, therefore could contribute to the research findings. In
addition, students in the study come from low-income family which classified them as in the
bottom 40% of households, with a monthly income of MYR 3,900 and below (which is equivalent
to approximately 710 British Pound Sterling (henceforth GBP). In terms of the parent participants,
| decided to choose the mothers of struggling readers, as advised by the teacher. The suggestion
was given because the teachers believed that in the Malay culture, mothers are usually more closely

involved with the children’s learning.

108



It has been argued that “Ideally, your sampling strategy should be something that evolves over
time that emerges through a mutual relationship with desk, field and analytic work™ (Rapley, 2014,
p.62). This account revealed that sampling of a study is finalised from what is there in the site after
discussing, agreeing and considering the availability of the participants. In my case, | started with
six struggling readers, their mothers and their classroom English teacher, but in the middle of study
| included a sibling participant on the suggestion of a parent, who thought that more information
would be obtained through the sibling. In total, number of “parent” participants in the study were

therefore seven individuals.

Tables 4 to 6 below summarise the basic demographic information of the participants involved in

this study.

Table 4: Student participants’ demographic information

No. | Name (pseudonym) | Age (years old) Gender
1. | Al 7 Male

2. | Fairul 7 Male

3. | Imran 7 Male

4. | Roni 7 Male

5. | Qila 7 Female
6. | Tairah 7 Female

Table 5: Parent participants’ demographic information

No. | Name Age (years | Relationship | No. of | Educational

(pseudonym) | old) children | attainment

1. | Mrs. Ela 44 Mother to Ali | 4 Secondary
school

2. | Mrs. Amina |41 Mother to |5 Secondary
Fairul school
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3. | Mrs. Nina 49 Mother to |3 Secondary
Imran school

4. | Mrs. Mina 40 Mother to |5 Secondary
Roni school

5 |lra 25 Sister to Roni BA

6. | Mrs. Sofia 34 Mother to |5 Secondary
Qila school

7. | Mrs. Su 38 Mother to |3 Secondary
Tairah school

Table 6: Teacher participant demographic information
No. | Name Age (years | Gender | Qualification Teaching
(pseudonym) | old) experience
1. | Mrs. Leena 37 Female | BA Hons | 4  vyears in

(Translations
and

Interpretation)

Teaching

Certificate

Secondary school

5 years in

primary school

3.6 Data Collection Methods

Method is defined as the “range of approaches employed in a research to gather data which are to

be used as a basis for inference and interpretation, for explanation and prediction” (Cohen et al.,

2005, p.44). Yin (2009) suggested that a good case study needs to incorporate multiple sources.

Greene and Hill (2005) argued that methods are selected based on their suitability to collect data

relevant to the objectives and the nature of the research. In this study, struggling readers’
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experiences in learning were sought by involving different participants in different locations
(school and home-based). This clearly influenced the selection of data collection methods.
Furthermore, as Garbarino and Stott (1992, p.15) argue, “the more sources of information an adult
has about a child, the more likely that the adult is to receive the child’s messages properly”. A
number of different instruments were therefore used in this study to understand the ESL primary
school struggling readers’ experiences, namely interviews, observations and the collection of

documents.

3.6.1 Interviews

In qualitative research, interviews are probably the most commonly-used method to obtain
information (Bryman, 2012). Wellington (2015) highlighted that we can probe interviewees’
thoughts, values, prejudices, perceptions, views, feelings and perspectives” (p. 71). In this study,
all the interviews were conducted in Malay, the first language of the students and their parents,
since English is not widely employed in their daily life. As for the ESL teacher, the interviews
were also carried out in Malay, as requested by the teacher, so as to make the sessions less formal
and to help articulate her thoughts better. Although the interview guides were prepared beforehand
| did not really follow the order of the questions precisely as responses and interactions of the

participants’ influence the way the questions were asked (Wellington, 2015).

Besides that, before finalising the interview questions, opinions were obtained from experts in the
field of educational research, such as my supervisor and another senior lecturer of a Malaysian

university.

3.6.1.1 Interviews with the ESL teacher and the parent participants

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) suggested three types of interviews which vary in terms of structure
ranging from highly structured to unstructured interviews. Highly structured interviews are also
known as standardised interviews. This type of interview is characterised by “rigidly adhering to
predetermined questions may not allow you to access participants’ perspectives and

understandings of the world” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.109). Such a strictly controlled
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interview, with the same wording and order of questions, presented to all interviewees (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2016), might limit the naturalness of both the questions and the responses (Cohen et al.,
2005). Furthermore, with structured interviews, researchers do not have flexibility to probe further
into the interviewee’s responses, thereby potentially limiting the richness of the data. Highly
structured interviews could be useful when researchers are seeking the demographic data of the
respondents in a qualitative study. It is regarded as an “oral form of written survey”, as described

by Merriam & Tisdell (2016, p.109).

Semi-structured interviews are positioned between structured and unstructured interviews. This
type of interview is conducted using a list of themes and questions to be covered, “and neither the
exact wording nor the order of the questions is determined ahead of time” (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016, pp.110-111). This style of interview offers flexibility to the way both questions and answers
are presented, allowing discussion and dialogue to ensue (Edwards & Hollands, 2013). Such
conversation allows researchers to clarify the information supplied by the interviewee (Patton,
2002; Wellington, 2015), for example, whether the issues are “at hand”, “emerging” ideas of the
interviewee or “new ideas” related to the subject discussed (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.111).
Semi-structured interviews also provide a structure that can be used to facilitate the comparison
and analysis of interviewees’ responses (Edwards & Hollands, 2013). On the other hand,
unstructured interview is perceived as “more like a conversation” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.
110) which do not have specific questions in advanced. The researcher instead asks questions

based on notes or particular topics (Berg & Lune, 2012).

This study adopted interviews containing a highly-structured interview component, an
unstructured interview component and a more substantial, semi-structured component. A highly-
structured interview format was employed at the beginning of the interview session with the parent
and ESL teacher participants. This approach was utilised to break the ice and make the participants
feel at ease as the questions revolved around the participants’ demographic information. Based on
their responses | also engaged in small talk to let the participants feel more comfortable to open
up with me. In the semi-structured part of the interview I followed the recommendation of Robson
(2011) to utilise probes. Probes are helpful to facilitate the participants to expand on their answers

when | judged that they appeared to have more to talk about. Examples of probes that | employed
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in this study were “What is your own personal view on this?” and “Anything more?” (Robson,
2011, p.283). During the interview sessions, a digital recorder was utilised to record the

participants’ responses after informed consent was granted.

With the teacher, I had a formal interview before the classroom observation was carried out. The
session lasted about sixty minutes. The questions covered in the interview were related to the
demographic information of the teacher, such as questions about her age, educational qualification,
working experience and teaching experience, teaching aspirations, typical ways of working with
struggling readers in the reading classroom, curriculum and syllabus, teaching materials and
assessment, as well as questions associated to the teacher’s perceptions in respect to the struggling
readers. The interviews were conducted in a room suggested by the teacher. Having an interview
before the observations also provided some ideas as to what to take note of during the observations.
Additionally, | conducted a post-observation interview which adopted unstructured interview
format with the teacher after each classroom observation (Dubeck et al., 2012). This was intended
to confirm the objectives of the lesson, to ascertain the teacher’s feelings regarding the lesson and
to explore any particular issues that attracted my interest during the observation. These interviews
were conducted briefly and informally, as a natural conversation, because the teacher had other
work commitments. This conversation took place in the school corridor or school canteen. The

interview guide is attached in Appendix 5.

With the parents, the interviews lasted between forty and fifty minutes and took place at various
settings requested by the parents, such as at their house, their work place, mosque and their
children’s school. The initial structured part highlighted the participants’ demographic data such
as their age, place of birth, marital status, number of children, educational attainment and history
of employment. In the semi-structured part | posed questions related to the way parents got

involved with their children’s learning. The interview guide is attached in Appendix 6.

3.6.1.2 Interviews with the struggling readers

| had focus group sessions with the struggling readers. Focus groups are an additional type of

qualitative interview apart from the three types of one-to-one interviews explained in the previous
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section. According to Bryman (2012), the focus group is a group discussion which talks over a
particular situation that has been experienced by all the participants. The researcher plays the role
as a facilitator to moderate the discussion (Denscombe, 2007). In my study, the focus group was
utilised because the process provides “a valuable, versatile, interactive, fun and developmentally
effective method for use with children” (Gibson, 2007, p.473). To enhance my understanding
regarding the use of focus group with struggling readers, | referred to the article by Gibson (2012)
which provided essential guidelines for conducting focus groups with children. Although Gibson
uses the term focus group, | am more comfortable to use a less formal term, reading conversation

(Ferrara, 2005) to refer to talking with children about their experience in ESL reading.

Each conversation session lasted about 15 to 20 minutes. The conversations were held after each
of the observed reading lessons in the ESL classroom in order to obtain insights into students’
perceptions of those lessons. They aimed to obtain immediate feedback from the students
regarding the characteristics of the reading lessons they identified as easy, challenging, interesting
or unexciting (Wiggs, 2012). | also used some of the materials from the reading lesson to facilitate
their recollection about the lesson that they just had. I further probed students’ thoughts about
particular behaviour(s) that | observed in the reading classroom so as to obtain in-depth
information about the observed phenomenon. In the final conversation session (the fifth session)
which lasted about 45 minutes, I included several other questions that are related the children’s
perceptions towards ESL reading experiences. | employed explicit questions (e.g. Can you read in
English?) rather than less explicit questions (What kind of reader are you?) to garner “more
complete and productive responses” (Aukerman & Schuldt, 2015, p.125). The interviews took
place outside the classroom, in a room proposed by the teacher. According to the teacher the room
is normally visited by the students while learning the Malay language subject.

Before the final conversation began, | invited the students to do a drawing activity in which they
drew a picture about the ESL reading that they experienced at home or in the classroom. This
drawing was set up as an introductory or a “fun warm-up” session (Gibson, 2007, p.480) but it
also formed a basis for questions later in the interview. The medium of drawing was chosen
because it is considered to be a task-centred activity (Grieg & Taylor, 1999) which was found to

be helpful to garner students’ views and experiences (Clark, 2005; Duncan, 2013). As suggested
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by Gibson (2007; 2012), the integration of activities such as drawing into a focus group is
perceived as helpful in promoting enjoyment during the whole session and further enables a
relaxed atmosphere (Yuen, 2004). The focus group was carried out after the students had drawn
their reading experiences since this allowed the interview session to “flow in a natural way” (Zakir,

2017, p.101) because the children talked about their drawing right after the drawing was produced.

In this study, I had three struggling readers in each group. The decision to conduct the focus groups
with a very small number of children was based on three considerations: my experience of
conducting the pilot study (section 3.7); the work of Kogyigit (2014), who carried out small group
interviews with groups of two or three children to elicit their views about primary school
experience; a recognition that such small groups imitate the usual practice of how children
communicate together with their friends (Eder & Fingerson, 2002; Mauthner, 1997; Gibson, 2012).
| asked opinions from the English teacher about the dynamics of each group. The teacher suggested
how the groups should be divided based on her experience in dealing with the children on a daily

basis. The interview guide with the children is attached in Appendix 7.

3.6.2 Observations

One of the methods that | employed in my study was observation, which is argued to be one of the
principal techniques employed in qualitative research (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2008). This method,
“also allows researchers to obtain a detailed description of social settings or events in order to
situate people’s behaviour within their socio-cultural context” (Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, 2011,
p.170). During observation, the researchers directly observe the participants’ behaviour in a
particular setting (Bryman, 2012; Hammond & Wellington, 2013). Observation also allows
participants “to see things that might otherwise be unconsciously missed, to discover things that
participants might not freely talk about in interview situations” (Patton, 1990, p.203) and discover
what the participants actually do (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2008).

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), the researcher can assume a position when gathering
data as an observer. Gold (1958) offers a well-known classification of researcher roles in

observation, which lie on a continuum in respect to the “relationship between observer and
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observed” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.144). These include complete participant, participant as

observer, observer as participant, and complete observer.

My role in this study was that of observer as participant because my “observer activities are known
to the group” and my “participation in the group is definitely secondary to the role of information
gatherer” (Merriam & Tisdell, 1026, pp.144-145). Adler and Adler (1994, p.380) mentioned, “This
peripheral membership role” allows the investigator to “observe and interact closely enough with
members to establish an insider's identity without participating in those activities constituting the
core of group membership”. [ was largely an information gatherer and less a participant during the
classroom observation. The people under my study were aware of my observation activities. |
wanted to know what actually happened in the classroom. During the observation, | sometimes
assisted the teacher to distribute particular materials to the students in the classroom. My
engagement with the students in the observation was passive and limited, however (Ugol, 2015).
| observed what was happening in the reading lesson without taking part explicitly. I chose to sit
quite close to the focal group students, to assist my observation (Kayser, 2019). | realised that if |
sat at the corner or at the back of the classroom, | would not be able to hear them clearly. Although
the students seemed to be aware of my presence at first, they soon became less self-conscious with
my presence. This was probably because | had developed a good rapport with them before the

research began and throughout the research process.

According to Gold (1958), one of the drawbacks of adopting the observer as participant role is that
such brief contact with the research participants could be seen as superficial. Misunderstandings
between the participants and myself as researcher might occur. To counteract that, before the
formal observations took place, as recommended by Hassan (1998), | visited the classroom a few
times during ESL lessons to get to know the students and to make my presence as an outsider less
awkward. Through this, | was able to develop a good rapport with the teacher and students. We
also spent time together either in formal or informal ways. This included during school events such
as sport’s day, during school recess and during the formal teaching and learning sessions. Research
has claimed that the existence of the observer in the research site may give a negative implication
to the research participants. They may behave differently with the presence of others such as the
researcher (Patton, 2002), which is known as The Hawthorne Effect (Bolduc, 2008). It was hoped,
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however, that the rapport that had been built and maintained throughout the research journey might

help reduce the non-natural portrayal of the participants.

In this study | observed five reading lessons in the ESL classroom which lasted between
approximately thirty and sixty minutes. This was recommended by Merriam and Tisdell (2016)
who stated that each observation should take an hour or less because it involves much energy and
focus. They added that although observation is perhaps more properly carried out through an
extended period of time, “shorter periodic observations make the most sense, given the purpose of
the study and practical constraints” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.142). They further added that the
total time devoted at the research site, the quantity of visits, and the quantity of observations carried
out in each visit cannot be decided precisely in advance. In my study, classroom observation was
conducted on five occasions after taking into consideration factors such as the availability of the

teacher, the teacher’s schedule and the school activity.

My original proposal was to have eight observations. The teacher, however, was initially quite
reluctant to allow me to observe the classroom as she might see me as an “external observers
represent[ing] an intrusion into classrooms” who “can disrupt the regular classroom routine” (Shih,
2013, p.42). | had to make do with what was achievable at that particular time. Furthermore, the
busy school schedule and the holiday term affected the original plan for the observation. Although
the accuracy of the data that | employed to encapsulate the teaching and learning of reading through
classroom observation might be challenged due to the small number of observations (Hiebert &
Grouws, 2007), my aim was to garner information about reading instructions which seemed to be
the teacher’s habitual practice (Shih, 2013). Given that | managed to have five periods of classroom
observation through the course of the study, my data collection was broadly in line with other
similar studies. Thus, Farrel and Guz (2019) conducted four classroom observation which lasted
for fifty minutes, each to examine the beliefs and practice of reading instructions of one particular
teacher, and Mutlu (2017) had five classroom observations lasting about forty minutes each to
understand teachers’ and students’ use of tablets. In addition to that, the other methods utilised,
namely interviews with the teachers and students and the collection of documents, helped to add
further richness to the observational data that | obtained. During the observation, | observed the

teacher and struggling readers in the reading classroom, with some specific focuses. These were:
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i- The physical setting of the classroom

ii- The teaching methods that the teacher utilised

iii-  The objectives of the lessons

iv- The materials that were employed by the teacher

V- The students’ behaviours, participations and interactions in the classroom with the

teacher and among their friends.

| also devoted attention to things that the teacher and students mentioned in the interviews. My
decisions as to what to observe was particularly guided by my interests, the research problems
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) and what | found in the literature, recognising, as Denicolo, Long and
Bradley-Cole (2016, p.39) claim, that “different individuals might view things differently under
similar or the same circumstances”. Hence what I chose to observe, describe and explain might be
dissimilar to other researchers conducting similar research. To reiterate, the approach that | took

was in line with constructivist paradigm that | adopted in this study.

A few methods are commonly employed in qualitative observations, which include “writing down
information verbatim, in summary or in key words, tape recording conversations, video recording
events and taking photographs” (Sarantakos, 2013, p.239). Hatch (2002) suggested that field notes
can also be used to record observational data. Field notes are defined as “text (words) recorded by
the researcher during an observation in a qualitative study” (Creswell, 2012a, p.216), even though
“writing field notes is an onerous task, but field notes constitute the basis for data upon which the
study is based: no field notes, no data” (Schensul & LeCompte, 2013, p.20). The choice of field
notes to record what was happening in the reading classroom in this study highlights that my report
was not based on behaviour counting of the participants or length and frequency of the activity or
instructions in numeric forms (YYaacob, 2006). The qualitative observation approach (Adler &
Adler, 1994) that | decided to employ is supported by Patton (2002, p.302), who argued that there
are “no universal prescriptions about the mechanics of and the procedures of taking field notes™. I
admit that while notes were being taken, 1 made subjective decisions as to what | perceived as
significant to me as an observer (Ugol, 2015). | also spent some time to reflect on what I observed

so as to add more detail in the field notes at the end of the day. | devoted time to a holistic reflection
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on what | saw in respect to each student and the teacher to report general findings of my overall
impression of their learning. | based this on my confidence in my judgement, my expertise and my
feelings in reporting my findings in respect to my observations on that basis. Since | knew the
environment and these specific subject-teacher and children | felt confident in expressing what |
observed in the classroom. The field notes were typed out more properly within a couple of days

of returning home to avoid forgetting the important details.

I was also aware of Sarantakos’ caution regarding the challenge a researcher might experience
when taking notes from the observation. For example, the number of people being observed can
make the process a little difficult. Further, taking notes while observing what happened may divert
the focus of the researcher (Sarantakos, 2013) resulting in a ‘superficial’ and ‘unreliable account’
(Wragg, 1999, p.17). To minimise such possibilities, I followed Sarantakos’ suggestion to write
only key words or phrases during the observation and to complete the notes after each observation
(Sarantakos, 2013, p.229). The fact that all the focal struggling readers sat in the same group
facilitated my observation and note taking process. | did not face many problems as | managed to
identify the ‘rhythm and flow of the class’ (Elmore, 2017, p.114) which is largely characterised
by: i) times when the teacher was talking; and ii) times when the students performed their task (if

any) adapted from Rightmyer, Mcintyre and Petrosko (2006).

Additionally, I also tried to learn the students’ names according to their seating arrangement. This

was to ensure that | would be able to write the field notes more efficiently.

The video recording was also useful. As suggested by Hackling (2014), two digital camcorders
can be used in when observing a teacher and students in the classroom. Two mounted on floor-
standing tripods were utilised to record what happened in the classroom. One device pointed to the
teacher’s place or desk and the other device was directed to the six focal students who sat in the
same group (Hackling, 2014). This approach prevented me from deliberately videoing other
students who did not participate in the study (Hackling, 2014). Focusing the camcorders to where
the teacher is usually positioned was somewhat limiting, however, because sometimes the teacher
moved and went to the students’ place (Gibson & Brown, 2009). The voice of the teacher was

recorded in the video, however, and the fact that field notes were also being taken helped mitigate
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this problem. Video recording assisted me not to miss any important details (Fraenkel & Wallen,
2008). Video recording also “provides an archive for substantiating and revisiting” my findings
(Fasse & Kolodner, 2000, p.196) which was useful during the analysis process. To get the
participants acclimatised to the presence of the video recording device, | showed them how the
video worked and talked to them about its uses during the first few visits that | made in the
classroom, as recommended by Hassan (1998). By doing this, the teacher and students seemed to

have become accustomed to the use of the video by the time of the first observation.

3.6.3 Document Collection

In this study | gathered and utilised several kinds of documents from the research site and from
the Internet which were helpful in explaining the issues under investigation. Documents are a hon-
human resource (Lincoln & Guba 1985) which are factual and often accessible with no or little
cost (Cohen et. al., 2005; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). An extensive range of documents can be
involved in social research, which can be in both written and non-written form (Coffey, 2014;
Margaret, 2017). Merriam & Tisdell (2016, p.162) defined documents as “an umbrella term to
refer to a wide range of written, visual, digital, and physical material relevant to the study

(including visual images)”.

In this study, collected materials included those employed as teaching resources in the struggling
readers’ reading lessons. Among these materials were high frequency word lists, textbooks, big
books, reading texts and picture cards. 1 made copies of all the documents collected in the
classroom for permanent record (Yaacob, 2006). Other documents that | collected included
students’ work in the reading lessons that I observed and students’ drawings produced in the final

focus group.

| collected formal school documents, which included the school profile, the struggling readers’
profile, their results in the school English tests, the school’s reading assessment and literacy
screening. | also collected the school’s English test papers. In addition to that, | gathered the
documents prepared by the MOE, such as the Year 1 English text books and the literacy screening

paper. This type of document, also referred to as ‘public documents’, revealed information about
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the education system that surrounds the struggling readers, which has been described as “things
that cannot be observed,” or “things that have taken place before the study began” (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016, p.164). Other public documents, such as the Year 1 English standard curriculum,
the students learning development guidance, the Malaysian education blueprint, circulation letters
and particular documents relevant to the study were retrieved from the Internet through websites
such as those of the MOE, Educational State Department and District Education Office. As a
teacher myself, I am privileged to be able to identify documents which are valuable and reliable. |
also double checked the validity of the documents through a circle of friends who have been

teaching in primary schools for the past several years.

In this study, “The reviewed documents augmented the interview and observational data and thus

served a useful purpose” (Bowen, 2009, p.32).

3.6.4 Relationship between Research Questions and Research Methods

Wellington (2015, p.108) suggested a “question-methods matrix (horses for courses)” strategy to
help the researcher to address research questions clearly. My overarching research question and
the sub-research questions are shown alongside a summary of the data collection methods in Figure

6 below:

Main research question:

How do the social, cultural and contextual elements surrounding struggling
ESL students influence their experiences of English language reading in the

Malaysian classroom?

No. | Sub-research questions Research methods

1.1) | How does the teacher work with the struggling | Interviews,
readers in the classroom? Observations,

Document collection.
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1.2) | How does the participating parent work with their | Interviews.

child at home?

1.3) | How do the students themselves engage with their | Interviews,
ESL reading? Observations.

Document collection.

1.4) | How do the environmental contexts interact to | Theoretical analysis of
influence struggling readers’ experiences of | findings in respect to
reading? 1.1,1.2and 1.3.

1.5) | What are the implications for education policy and | Practice-based analysis

practice in Malaysia? of findings in respect to
1.1,1.2and 1.3.

Figure 6: Research questions, sub-research gquestions and methods

To answer research question 1.1, | studied the way the teacher worked with the struggling readers
in the ESL reading classroom. | made several classroom observations to identify how the teacher
worked with the struggling readers. | noted down the methods and strategies that the teacher
employed and the materials utilised. | referred to the public documents to understand more about
the methods used in the classroom. I also conducted a pre- and post-observation interview with the

teacher and two interview sessions with her.

To answer sub-research question 1.2, I explored parents’ perceptions regarding their children and
investigated parental involvement in their children’s learning in the ESL reading classroom. In
order to achieve the objective, | had two interview sessions with the parents to identify how they

engaged with their children’s learning.

To answer sub-research question 1.3, I studied students’ perceptions in respect to ESL reading
based on their experience at home and in the classroom. To this end, | explored their feelings and
opinions after each classroom observation through the focus group. I also investigated their

perceptions and feelings on ESL reading through drawings and the focus group. I made
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observations in the ESL reading lessons to see how struggling readers participated in lessons so as
to complement data from the interviews.

Moreover, the sub-research question 1.4 is answered through the theoretical or analytical analysis
of findings in respect to sub-research questions 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3, that it is pulling all those individual
elements of my findings together in an analytical or theoretical way to answer the core element in
my overall research question. Although no separate findings section is necessary (or can even be
attempted), answering sub-research question 1.4 becomes a vital part of my discussion chapter.
That then is what the earlier sections of the discussion chapter are all building up to, and what |

ultimately deliver in section 5.7

Additionally, sub-research question 1.5 is answered through the practice-based analysis of findings
in respect to sub research questions 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3 which I discuss in section 5.8 and reiterate in

section 6.5 of this study.

3.7 Pilot Study

A small-scale preliminary study was conducted in order to identify any inadequacies in the
research instruments. The instruments were later modified and improved based on feedback
received from the participants (Hartney, 2011). The pilot study took place in a different school
located in the same area where the main study was carried out. The participants were: i) three
struggling readers; ii) one selected parent from one of the three struggling reader participants; and
iii) the class English teacher. The English teacher was used as a gatekeeper to find the potential
participants of my pilot study. I talked to all participants about my study before inviting them to
participate. Informed consent was also sought, and the participants were provided with the
Participant Information Sheet.

After piloting the interview with the parents, teacher and students, | asked their feedback about the
questions in order to ensure that the questions were not vague and redundant. | also judged from
the participants’ responses whether questions had been interpreted as [ wished. The pilot study was
very helpful because the session enabled me to identify what worked well and what | have could

done better. For instance, with the teacher, | determined that | needed to find a more suitable setting
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when conducting interviews. The noisy background of construction work hindered the clarity of
the interview recording with her. The teacher also suggested that I provide the interview questions

in advance so that she could have an idea of the questions she was expected to answer.

| also learned that having three students in a group during the focus group interview was
manageable since | was able to control the direction of the conversation. Since children might love
to talk about something unrelated to the questions (based on my experience as a teacher and
mother), having a small sample (N=3) was just right for the group interview in my study. Although
four to six participants are suggested as a good number for a focus group for young students
(Kennedy, Kools & Krueger, 2001), the minimum suitable number for a group of participants has
not yet been identified (Gibson, 2007). Considering my experience, it would be challenging to
“keep the interview on track” (Gibson, 2012, p.148) if  had more than three participants. To record
the conversation, | used a video recorder (after informed consent was sought) and found that this
was useful to identify who was speaking. Besides that, the pilot study also enabled me to try my
hand at observing reading lessons in the ESL classroom. I learned how to utilise video recording
equipment to record the teaching methods or strategies and tried to record my classroom

observations by using the field notes.

The experience gained in the pilot study, and the feedback received from its participants, led to

some amendments in the technique and content of the interview questions.

3.8 Ethical Considerations

Ethics can be described as ‘the application of a system of moral principles to prevent harming or
wronging others, to promote the good, to be respectful, and to be fair’ (Sieber 1993, p. 14). This

section describes the ethical principles that | observed throughout the research process.

3.8.1 Seeking Permission

According to Cohen et al. (2005) researchers need to obtain official permission before conducting

research in particular research settings. For this study, ethical approval was applied for from the
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School of Education Ethical Review Committee. In this respect, | submitted the research ethics
application forms online. The application comprised of the Participant Information Sheet and a
Participant Consent Form. The forms were approved after being reviewed by the University of
Sheffield Research Ethics Committee. Approval was also sought from the Economic Planning Unit
(henceforth EPU) of the Prime Minister’s Department to conduct the study and access the school
in Malaysia. The application was done online by submitting all the necessary documents. After
receiving a notification email informing that the approval letter and the research pass was ready to
be collected, I made an appointment with the designated officer to fetch the letter and the pass. |
needed to travel to Kuala Lumpur where the department is located. Subsequent to the approval of
the applications, | was also required to obtain permission from the State Education Department.
The process required me to go to the State Education Department and fill in a particular hardcopy
form before being granted with the approval letter. | did not prepare a permission letter for the
school headmaster because the research pass from the EPU and the approval letter from the State
Education Department was considered sufficient by the school headmaster where my research was

conducted.

3.8.2 Informed consent

Once permission was obtained, | met with all the participants in person to brief them about my
research. For example, I talked to the teacher and the student participants at the school. I also talked
to the parent participants in the various settings suggested by them, such as at home and at their
workplace. The participant information sheet was supplied to all the participants during these
initial meetings. The document explained the description of this study incorporating the topic,
purpose, duration and methods utilised. Participants were then allowed to ask any questions related
to the study. Their informed consent to participate was also sought by signing the form attached
with the information sheet. | allowed my participants to ask questions if they needed to clarify any
issues related to this study. | also told the participants that their participation was voluntary, and
that they had the right to withdraw from the study at any stage if they felt uncomfortable without
even notifying me as the researcher (Hammersley & Traianou, 2012). Contact details of the
researcher and the supervisor were also provided in the form. In addition, | informed the

participants of the information about the purpose of using video-recording and audio-recording is
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also included in the forms. After they understood and agreed, informed consent was obtained
before recording commenced. Since | was working with young people who were below 18 years
of age, and who therefore constituted a high-risk group, | was aware that separate consent needed
to be sought from parents in respect to their child’s participation. In other words, parents needed
to provide consent for themselves and for their child. | asked the parents to talk about the research
with their children at home and based on their children’s responses, parents would sign the consent

form.

3.8.3 Confidentiality and Anonymity

| was aware that | needed to consider the confidentiality of the data and anonymity of the research
settings and participants (Hammersley & Traianou, 2012). I kept all the participants’ identities and
responses confidential. I also utilised pseudonyms for all the participants in my research and their
responses were studied and reported anonymously. | kept the physical documents in a secure place
and saved all the electronic data obtained from the participants in a specific folder in my laptop,
which was protected by a password that was only known to me. At the end of this research, the
original raw records of both the interviews and data will be deleted permanently, and the hard copy
form destroyed by paper shredder. The actions taken above were in line with the suggestions made
by BERA Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2011): “individuals should be treated
fairly, sensitively, with dignity, and within an ethic of respect and freedom from prejudice”

(BERA, 2011, p.5).

3.8.4 Avoiding harm

In any research, harm needs to be minimised. This includes harm for both the research participants
and the researcher. If harm could potentially result from the research methods adopted, the
researcher needs to look at whether it can be justified or mitigated (Hammersley & Traianou,
2012). In this study, no potential harms were identified as likely to affect the participants or the
researcher. The study utilised suitable research methods that were informed by literature. The study
was also conducted in a safe environment and the nature of the research did not risk participants’

physical, psychological and cognitive states.
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3.85 Power relations

The participants in this study were not my own students, and therefore, | did not know them, their
parents or the teacher who taught them. | was in the position of being a researcher who undertook
data collection for my study. It was suggested that “the power of certain people and groups to resist
a researcher’s investigations is also likely to affect the outcome of any research study” (Henn,
Weinstein & Foard, 2006, p.74). This did not occur in my case since | obtained consent from
multiple parties as required and followed the necessary guidelines and procedures before
conducting the research with the participants. My presence among the participants were welcomed
and | received good cooperation from all participants in my study. Additionally, even though |
came to the research field as a PhD student and a researcher from an institution, | assured the
participants that | did not aim to assess their responses. | explained to them that my intention was
to explore the experiences of ESL struggling readers for the completion of my study. | also
encouraged them to behave and respond naturally as judgment would not be made upon them. |
further emphasised that there were no right or wrong answer to their responses and actions.

3.8.6 Ethical Considerations in Research with Children

Ethical concerns are specifically salient when dealing with young children (Flewitt, 2005). It has
been suggested that, “... our primary obligation is always to the people we study, not to our project
or to a larger discipline. The lives and stories that we hear and study are given to us under a
promise, that promise being that we protect those who have shared them with us” (Denzin, 1989,
p.83). Flewitt (2005) recommended ethical guidelines that needed to be taken into account while
doing research with children. These are negotiation of initial consent, negotiation of ongoing
consent, anonymity, confidentiality and visual data and participant consultation and research

outcomes.

In relation to consent, Alderson (2004) asserted that consent is a crucial issue when research is
conducted with children. Some academics choose to employ the word ‘assent’ over ‘consent’ to

illustrate that children are not able to give consent legally (Flewitt, 2005). Nonetheless, it has been
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argued that children can provide legal consent if they have enough understanding on what is put
forward to them (Alderson & Morrow, 2004). Hughes and Helling (1991) further stated that
children between the ages of seven and twelve have the capacity to think rationally and understand
the results or outcomes of actions taken. Since my study involved Year 1 primary school students,
in other words, seven-year-old children, ‘there is no reason researchers cannot obtain informed

consent from these children’ (Hughes and Helling, 1991, p.229).

Seeking consent from children who are regarded as “vulnerable to persuasion” (Hill, 2005, p.63)
needs to be carried out cautiously so that they are not coerced into participating in the study.
Children may also not be able to understand their voluntary participation in the research. As such,
| adapted the method of seeking consent to their level of understanding by considering using simple
words in the explanation to assist them to “give fully informed consent” in an authentic way
(BERA, 2011, p.6). It was also explained to the children that they could choose whether or not to
take part in the study and there was no problem if they decided to decline the invitation. A
participant information sheet which consisted of several images and simple words or phrases was
used to explain my research to the children. The idea was taken from a suggestion made by
Alderson (2004) who mentioned that picture leaflets would be helpful when consent was sought
from children. Children put their thumb up and gave verbal consent to show that they agreed to
take part in the study. I also looked at their facial expressions to ensure that they were happy to
participate in my study. | repeated several important words and phrases used during the
explanation, as recommended by Brodzinsky, Singer and Braff (1984), in order to highlight the
purpose of my contact and meetings with them. Such repeated details included why the study was
being done, what the study will ask from them, and what will happen to the data obtained. I also
allowed children to ask questions related to my study.

Ongoing consent from children should also be obtained (Flewitt, 2005). Children were informed
that they could opt out of the research at any stage. Children were also observed throughout the
research process so as to identify any signs of discomfort or other indication that they did not want
to continue with the study. Such signals might also have resulted from them being tired or hungry.
Throughout my study | found that the children did not sit up straight and requested toilet breaks.
Nonetheless, they looked happy and said that they wanted to carry on with the interview sessions.
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In terms of anonymity, confidentiality and visual data, children were told that their identity would
be protected and kept confidential. Consent were also sought from the children for their drawings
and responses to be utilised in research reports, publications or presentations. Children were also
informed that they would experience no bad affects if their work was shared with the public since

their names were made anonymous.

3.9 Trustworthiness

The main criteria to judge the quality of qualitative research continues to be elusive (Barbour,
2014). For instance, on the one hand, Lichtman (2013, p.294) devised “personal criteria” for “a
good piece of qualitative research” in her study. On the other hand, “Big-tent” criteria for carrying
out “excellent” qualitative study was put forth by Tracy and Hinrichs (2017, p. 3). Patton (2015,
p.680) proposed several “alternative sets of criteria for judging the quality and credibility of

qualitative inquiry”’.

Guba and Lincoln (1982) further claimed that the principles of trustworthiness in a study are
determined by the underpinning research paradigm. Since my study adopts constructivism, four
elements of trustworthiness were recommended by Guba & Lincoln (1981). These aspects are
credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These
parallel the internal validity, external validity, reliability and objectivity looked for in research
guided by the positivism paradigm that is quantitative in nature (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this
section | will describe the strategies applied to establish the trustworthiness of this study based on
the four elements suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985) above, which Flick (2007) valued as a
“method-appropriate criteria” (Barbour, 2014, p.498).

3.9.1 Credibility

Credibility is related to the question “how we ensure rigor in the research process and how we
communicate to others that we have done so” (Gasson, 2004, p.95). In order to ensure credibility
in my study | adopted peer debriefing (Guba, 1981) or peer review (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016),

which involved seeking academic support and guidance from other professionals (Anney, 2014)

129



and peers. Throughout this process, | had regular meetings with my supervisor, who is an expert
in this field of study, in order to discuss the collection and analysis of the data for this study. I also
submitted chapters of the research to my supervisor for review and received constructive feedback.
Besides getting advice from my supervisor | also had regular conversations with other doctoral
students in the School of Education to discuss issues of methodology and the findings of this study.
| presented my planning, my pilot study findings and my early main study findings in a number of
programmes and seminars organised by different parties. | received insightful comments from the
audience that helped me to improve my study. Merriam and Tisdell (2016, p.250) agreed that “an
examination or review can be conducted by either a colleague familiar with the research or one

new to the topic”.

A number of credibility checks were suggested by Elliott, Fischer & Rennie (1999) and Lincoln
& Guba (1985). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) identify one of the principal strategies to enhance
credibility in a study conducted under the constructivist paradigm to be triangulation (Gibson &
Brown, 2009). In this study triangulation was employed to both confirm (Denzin, 1970) and
validate the data (Denzin, 1978). For example, | used two methods, observations and interviews,
to validate the findings that | obtained from the teacher participant and student participants. | also
employed documents as another method to obtain a “complete picture of the phenomenon under
study” and “to get the additional pieces to the overall puzzle” (Ammenwerth, Iller & Mansmann,
2003, p.239). Triangulation was therefore used in this study both “as a tool or a strategy of
validation” and “as an alternative to validation” (Flick, 2002, p.227). This is in line with Heigham
and Crocker (2009, p.81), who propose that triangulation in qualitative research should be utilised
to ensure completeness and comprehensiveness and also “to gain the broadest and deepest possible
view of the issue from different perspectives” (Fielding & Fielding, 1986; Redfern & Norman,
1994). The different results from triangulation therefore do not mean faulty measurements, but

rather reflect alternative viewpoints of phenomenon under investigation (Moran-Ellis et al., 2006).

3.9.2 Transferability

The next principle of trustworthiness is transferability, which refers to “the extent to which the

findings of one study can be applied to other situations. That is, how generalizable are the results
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of a research study?” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.253). For instance, my study was carried out in
one particular school in Malaysia and the participants were ESL struggling readers, their parents
and their teacher. Thus, transferability (or generalisability) in my study is to decide whether the
findings could be relevant to different schools across Malaysia or even in different countries. As
recommended by Morrow (2005), this study achieved transferability by giving adequate
information about necessary elements of the research. These aspects include “the self (the
researcher as instrument) and the research context, processes, participants, and researcher—
participant relationships” so as to help readers decide whether the findings could be applicable
elsewhere (Morrow, 2005, p. 252). Since the sample of this qualitative study is small, and there
were no statistical analyses involved, as would be the case in a quantitative study has not involved,
it hinders the data to be claimed as generalisable in the conservative sense. Furthermore, the
generalisability of a case study results is often limited (Ferrara, 2005). It is therefore necessary for
the researcher “in the presentation of the research not to imply that the findings can be generalized

to other populations or settings” (Morrow, 2005, p.252).

3.9.3 Dependability

The next aspect of trustworthiness is dependability which was described as “the way in which a
study is conducted should be consistent across time, researchers, and analysis techniques” (Gasson,
2004, p.94). The dependability criterion questions the degree to which the research findings can
be replicated (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In a qualitative study, however, as Tracy (2013, p.229)
has highlighted, “because socially constructed understandings are always in process and
necessarily partial, even if the study were repeated (by the same researcher, in the same manner,
in the same context, and with the same participants), the context and participants would have
necessarily transformed over time—through aging, learning, or moving on”. As such, the focus of
this study is to assure that the readers agree that the results presented are constant with data
obtained and make sense (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). One of the ways to achieve dependability in
a study is by using a record trail which explains in depth how the data was gathered. In this research
report, this record trail is included in this methodology chapter, which describes the data collection

and data analysis procedures (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
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3.9.4 Confirmability

The final criterion of trustworthiness is confirmability, which acknowledges that research is by no
means objective (Morrow, 2005). The issue is that “findings should represent, as far as is
(humanly) possible, the situation being researched rather than the beliefs, pet theories, or biases of
the researcher” (Gasson, 2004, p.93). Findings are substantiated by data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985)
and the researcher’s pre-determined assumptions should not influence the findings (Omar, 2014).
Morrow (2005, p.252) further argued that, “It is based on the perspective that the integrity of
findings lies in the data and that the researcher must adequately tie together the data, analytic
processes, and findings in such a way that the reader is able to confirm the adequacy of the
findings”. Guba (1982) proposed a few techniques to achieve confirmability and one that I applied
in my study is triangulation as discussed in the Credibility section (3.9.1).

Member checks was also utilised in this study to confirm that the data | collected agreed with the
participants’ actual meanings. Member checking, which is also identified as participant validation
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), is regarded as “the single most important way of ruling out the
possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say and do and the perspective they
have on what is going on, as well as being an important way of identifying your own biases and
misunderstanding of what you observed” (Maxwell, 2013, pp. 126-127). In this respect, after
completing transcribing, analysing and translating the data. | reported the data to the parents and
the teacher. This was only accomplished when | came back to the UK. | carried out the process
through phone calls to the parents, as requested by them, and through sending the Word document
via telegram to the teacher, as requested by the teacher. None of the participants asked for a
revision of the analyses, thus suggesting that the data had been transcribed and analysed in
agreement with their views. With the children, however, | could not manage to explain the
summary of responses that were gathered from them. Ideally, this should have been carried out

during the field work but this was not possible in this study due to time constraints.
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3.10 Data Analysis

Flick (2014, p.5) described the process of data analysis as “the classification and interpretation of
linguistic (or visual) material to make statements about implicit and explicit dimensions and
structures of meaning-making in the material and what is represented in it”. It has also been
described as “the process of making sense out of the data. And making sense out of data involves
consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have said and what the researcher has seen
and read — it is the process of making meaning”, and “the process used to answer your research
question(s)” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.202). Data analysis is performed by the researcher who
“starts with a large set of data representing many things and seeks to narrow them progressively

into small and important groups of key data” (Gay et al., 2012, p.466).

Analysing data was another challenging and time-consuming element in this study. | bear in mind
that the aim of data analysis is also “to summarize how things stand with regard to selected
variables, concepts or themes of interest” (Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014, p.178). The process
required me to read a lot of literature, to think, to reflect and to decide what to analyse, why and
how. For me, the intricacy of the process is best described by Coffey and Atkinson (1996, p.10):
“Analysis is not about adhering to any one correct approach or set of right techniques; it is
imaginative, artful, flexible, and reflexive. It should also be methodical, scholarly, and
intellectually rigorous”. To me, data analysis is a system for identifying the most important points
in the data. Such important points are known as themes that | was searching for during data analysis
process so that my findings can be presented and discussed in an appropriate way. Such a process
is inevitably influenced by my biases as a researcher, my individual interests, approach and
explanatory focus (Gay, et al., 2012). Creswell (2012a) believed that analysing data is an eclectic
process; thus, it is flexible and there is no one finite method.

| started the process by trying to explore several ways of analysing data. | tried my hands at NVivo,
Atlas.ti, Word document and manual analysis. | watched videos related to each method and had a
discussion with my supervisor and other PhD students in my school before deciding the one | was
most comfortable using. As it has been argued that there is no right way of manipulating data
analysis (Patton, 2002; Wellington, 2015), | adopted the suggestion by Merriam & Tisdell (2016)
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who argued that a mix of manual and computer management can be employed in data analysis
process. As Merriam & Tisdell (2016) stated, “At the very least, transcripts and field notes will
most likely have been transcribed, and the hard copy will have a computer file backup” (p. 201). I
spent a few weeks deciding how to analyse my data. | chose to print out all the transcriptions of
the interviews and classroom observations, including field notes as well as particular documents
that 1 collected for this study, highlighting the relevant and interesting data features manually, in
addition to using the table feature in Microsoft Word as an option rather than a computerised
coding program such as Atlas.ti or NVivo.

3.10.1 Transcribing

After the data was obtained, transcribing served as a crucial research activity that should not be
regarded as only a technical matter before the data was analysed (Julia, 2008; Silverman, 2011).
The process does not only deal with “writing down what someone or some people said or did”
(Gibson & Brown, 2009, p.109). It is instead a critical decision about “what to represent and how
to represent it, and choosing to display focus on certain features of a piece of talk, action or
interaction rather than others” (Gibson & Brown, 2009, p.109). Hence it cannot be easily
differentiated from analysis (Riessman, 1993). Transcribing data is also a complex process and
requires a great amount of time (Riessman, 1993). Transcription is not merely transferring what
have been listened to into a textual format (Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999), but has been considered as
an early step to generate meanings from the collected data. The process facilitates the researcher
to have general ideas about the issues that are being investigated (\Vaismoradi, Jones, Turunen &

Snelgrove, 2016) before a closer look is given to the transcribed data.

In my research, I transcribed the interviews and classroom observations on my own and found that
this activity helped me to become immersed in the data. The benefit of researchers themselves
transcribing their data is articulated well by Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2006, p.347) when they say
that transcription “provides the researcher with a valuable opportunity to actively engage with his
or her research material right from the beginning of data collection”. This process also allowed me

to familiarise myself with the data (Yin, 2011). I also chose to transcribe the data myself because
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it helped to safeguard the privacy of the participants, which | deemed to be my ethical

responsibility.

As noted by Braun and Clarke (2006), it is important to transcribe data as accurately to the original
source as possible. Before transcribing the data, | transferred the interviews and classroom
observations that I had from the recording devices onto laptop. “Close and repeated listenings to
recordings” were carried out, as recommended by Silverman (2011, p. 282) to become familiar
with the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). | also needed to listen to some parts of the recordings more
than others where participants’ utterances were unclear. In order to maintain accuracy, | checked
the transcription against the original recording after the transcription was carried out. The activity
was also conducted to ensure that misrepresentations did not occur in the final product of
transcription (Gibson & Brown, 2009).

During the transcribing process, | referred to Gibson and Brown (2009), who asserted that
researchers’ interests may influence the representation of the data that needs to be transcribed.
Focus may be given on what specifically the researcher intends to obtain from the data. Gibson
and Brown (2009) suggested a few techniques in data transcription, which are indexical
transcription, focused and unfocused transcription. In transcribing the interviews, the technique
pertinent to my study is unfocused transcription. | decided to employ this technique because the
focus was given to the “intended meaning” of the data and not to “the intonation of voices, overlap
in talk or non-verbal forms of communication like gestures or gazes” (Gibson & Brown, 2009,
p.116) which are emphasised in focused transcription. In unfocused transcription, the ‘basic’
punctuation marks were utilised, such as commas, question marks, exclamation marks and full
stops, which is considered to be normal and natural practice (Gibson & Brown, 2009). The aim of

the transcription is to identify what was said rather than how things were said.

For example, in the interviews, | aimed to identify the students’, parents’ and teachers’ voices,
feelings and thoughts towards subjects that were asked in the interview questions. Hence, what
mattered most is the meaning of their experience rather than how the responses or experience were

articulated.
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While transcribing the observation, | placed emphasis on the substance of the data (e.g. how the
students learn and how the teacher delivered the lessons in the ESL classroom) rather than the
characteristics of the data (e.g. changes in intonation like raising and falling, pauses, pace of
speech, loudness of speech and others) which are significant in focused transcription (Gibson &
Brown, 2009). I highlight “what happened” (Gibson & Brown, 2009, p.113) in the classroom by
also referring to the field notes. For example, while transcribing students’ observation, I chose
particular moments from the field notes and embedded the data into the field notes (Frankel, 2013).
Additionally, I also arrange the field notes according to the teacher and individual student data to
ease the analysis process. While transcribing the observations | also took note of the non-verbal
communications of the teacher and students to assist my analysis and interpretations of the

findings.

The choice of this transcription method is in line with Gibson and Brown (2009, p.113) who stated
that, “researchers may create their own modes of transcription and representation in response to a

particular question”.

3.10.2 Inductive vs Deductive Approach

The two most prominent ways of analysing data are the inductive and deductive approach (Cohen
et al., 2005; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Silverman, 2013). In the deductive approach, academics
develop themes based on their research questions, pertinent literature and their own experience
and use these to interrogate the data that they collected. In contrast, the inductive approach
emphasises building up conclusions and theories through producing data from the field rather than
specific observations. According to McMillan & Schumacher (2006) qualitative data analysis
principally involves an inductive approach, in which the data is sorted out into categories and
patterns discovered among the categories. Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 3) further advocate the use
of an inductive approach in a qualitative study and stated “we suggest as the best approach an
initial, systematic discovery of the theory from the data of social research. Then one can be

relatively sure that the theory will fit and work”.
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As my aim in this study is to explore the experience of ESL struggling readers by looking at the
ways that parents and teachers worked with the students and how the students perceived their
experience through interviews and observations rather than drawing data from literature and
current theories, | tended to adopt an inductive approach. | admit, however, that what is present in
the literature has both affected and facilitated me in collecting and analysing the data. This is
unavoidable and in line with ideas by Strauss and Corbin (1998) who mentioned that one of the
limitations of the inductive approach is that researchers begin the study with some theoretical
knowledge. In the process of analysing the data to develop themes, | found that some of the codes
that I attached to the participants’ data had already been stated in previous studies. For example,
regarding the teacher participants, the look-and-say reading approach in the literature clearly
linked to the prominent teaching method that I found in the study. Nonetheless, a deductive
approach was not what | intended to do. | tried not to carry any assumptions or judgments during

the fieldwork, nor to be dependent on what was available in literature or existing theory.

3.10.3 Analysing data

Data in this study is analysed based on the sub-research questions because each sub-research
question is targeted for each group of participants (teacher, parents and students). In that process,
once the data from interviews, observation and field notes were ready, | read, reviewed and
scanned the data before making notes and short summaries of each data set. Data obtained in this
study were analysed to find emergent themes, which are defined as the “broad units of information
consisting of several codes aggregated to form a common idea” (Creswell, 2013, p. 186). Themes
are also defined by Auerbach and Silverstein (2003, p. 38) as “an implicit topic that organizes a

group of repeating ideas.”

In order to identify themes, I read my entire data line-by-line a few times so as to become familiar
with the material. This is supported by Braun and Clarke (2006) and Wellington (2015) who
recommended that getting familiarised with data, or data immersion, is necessary to obtain general

ideas about the findings of the study.
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Next, | began the coding process. Coding can be defined as labelling data that seems to be
interesting to the researcher (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This opinion is further reinforced by Bryman
(2012) who recommends “...jot down a few general notes about what struck you as especially
interesting, important, or significant” (p. 576). The process is also defined as “...attaching key
words or tags to segments of text to permit later retrieval” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 56). A
code is also explained as “the most basic segment, or element, of the raw data or information that
can be assessed in a meaningful way regarding the phenomenon” (Boyatzis, 1998, p. 62). |

highlighted relevant data and did the coding manually in the margin of printed transcripts.

The coding process was carried out by using “the words verbatim that participants use”
(Onwuegbuzie, 2016, p. 13) and a short phrase or sentence of my own to describe or sum up the
transcripts and field notes. Codes that | put into my data are related to the research questions and
what | found interesting to me. In this process | take into consideration what was said by Creswell
(2013, p. 199), “The researcher seeks a collection of instances from the data, hoping that issue-
relevant meanings will emerge”. After finish with the coding, I grouped the codes into categories
by looking at their relevancy towards one another (Miles & Huberman, 1994). | decided which
codes were the most important and dropped codes that | determined were unable to support the
overall aim of my research objectives. | looked at the list of codes and identified those which
emerged repeatedly in the data. These codes were not necessarily similar in words but conveyed
similar concepts or ideas. | arrange the codes into categories and described my preliminary
understandings in different Word documents. After that, I looked at the connections between
categories and finally put the categories into themes. The themes were revised before being
finalised and produced in this thesis so as to ensure that the categories connected to the theme were
logical and that the theme could stand independently (Boyatzis, 1998), and did “not need to be

developed, separated or combined with other themes” (Sasani, 2010, p. 110).

After finalising the themes, | went back to the literature review to find out how those themes
integrated with the relevant literature (Wellington, 2015). | read the themes and categories again
and again and compared them with what was there in the literature. The themes and categories
were modified a few times after referring to the literature review. The analysis process did not only

follow the linear form of codes—categories—themes because the process was also reversible.
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Although elements discovered in the literature facilitated this process, this study overall utilised
an inductive approach which permitted a more receptive attitude to unanticipated patterns that
emerged. The study by Warni (2016) showed that the process of identifying themes can be carried
out by referring to the literature review, apart from the research question. The development of a
theme can also be developed based on the interests or judgments of a researcher (Braun & Clarke,
2006). Therefore, the themes (which consists of categories and codes) in my study emerged from
all the foundations mentioned above, namely the literature review, research questions and my own
interests and judgements (Frewan, 2015). My confidence in using this approach was guided by
Wolcott (1994) who stated that data from a qualitative study can be transformed in various ways

and to various ends.

In essence, the process of analysing data in my study involved the following stages:
- Transcribing interviews and observations, managing the field notes and documents
- Choosing and highlighting relevant data and identifying codes by jotting down words,
phrases or sentences to them
- Thinking about the codes and situating the selected codes into categories
- Looking for connection between categories and placing the categories into themes
- Rereading the themes, categories and modifying them by referring to the literature

- Finalising the themes and categories for findings presentation

In terms of the documents and drawings collected during my study, these were not subjected to
detailed scrutiny in themselves. Rather they were gathered “more as potential points of reference
in the process of analysis” (Margaret, 2017, p.94) or to support the findings and analysis of this
study (Yaacob, 2006). They are mainly used as additional information to the emergent themes that
| found in the study. In other words, these documents were employed to explain the themes
generated from the interview and observation analysis. The document analysis was therefore
intertwined in the data analysis process as a whole (Yahya, 2014) and used to triangulate the

interview and observation data.
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3.10.3.1 Analysis of drawings

As noted above in section 3.6.1, as a prelude to the focus group interviews with the struggling
readers, | asked each of them to produce a drawing about their ESL reading experiences. As Pink
(2007) notes, visual data are qualitative data just as much as words are, and therefore drawings can
work alongside and be triangulated with more “traditional” data, such as field notes and interview
transcripts. Just as much as with written data, however (if not more), the researcher is a subjective
reader of visual data, and thus the meanings obtained can vary significantly depending on the

researcher’s personal context, whether social, educational, disciplinary or physical.

Based on the above understanding, it was therefore considered appropriate to also apply a
methodology to analyse the students’ drawings. In this regard, however, | adopted an analytical
approach that adapted the scheme developed by McNely (2012), which, while intended for the
analysis of images in social media content can be applied to any visual content. Specifically, |
integrated my own understanding of the drawing, with the student’s own communication in respect
to the image to create an impression of how the drawing reflected on or added to the themes
identified in the other types of data (McNely, 2012).

3.10.4 Translation

Translation can be defined as the activity of transcribing the text of a source language into the
target language (Gau, Schlieben & Strébel 2008). | translated the data in the first language of the
participants (Malay) into the language of this research report (English). | decided to do the
translation after the data had been transcribed, analysed and interpreted “to stay close to the local
context and present the accurate meaning of the participants’ views” (Salleh & Woolard, 2019, p.
77).

According to Simon (1996, pp.137-138) “The solutions to many of the translator’s dilemmas are
not to be found in dictionaries, but rather in an understanding of the way language is tied to local
realities, to literary forms and to changing identities.” Translators must constantly make decisions

about the cultural meanings which language carries, and evaluate the degree to which the two
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different worlds they inhibit are ‘the same’. In the process of translating the data, I played the role
of ‘insider researcher’ (Court & Abbas, 2013), one who shared great understanding with the
participants involved in the interview as we socialised within a similar cultural community (Banks,
1998). | translated the Malay transcription into English and I did not depend on a bilingual
dictionary because direct translation may result in a loose translation which may not be precise
and become out of context. In this project | was the main translator of the transcripts. Oxley,
Ginhan, Kaniamattam and Damico (2017) argued that translators could be researchers who may
have or may not have experience in translating. Researchers are allowed to become the translator
of their own study if the language utilised by the researcher who is also the interviewer is similar
to the language of the interviewee. Being simultaneously a researcher and translator, however,
demands that I myself uphold the ethical responsibilities as suggested by Shklarov (2007, pp.534-
535) which are “to protect the participants from any possible harm (in a broad sense)”, and “to
produce honest and sound scientific results free of any distortion that might result from language

challenges, with respect to maximising benefits of research”.

A few factors could determine the quality of translation. These include the autobiography of the
researcher, the knowledge related to the language and culture of the people under investigation
that the researcher possesses (Vulliamy, 1990) and the researcher’s competency in the language of
the research report (Birbili, 2000). In my life history, | have previous experience translating
research instruments, namely questionnaires in my master’s degree project from the original
language source or my first language (Malay) into English. That questionnaire received approval
from two experts in the field before the instrument was administered to the participants. In addition
to that, | also had the opportunity to conduct a small-scale interview in my first language and
translated the data into English. Such experience was gained in my degree years when | studied
Teaching English as a Foreign Language. It has been argued that words translated are also, “above
all, a question of culture before being a question of vocabulary” (Mc Laughlin & Sall, 2001, p.206).
| have been immersed with the participants’ culture and language as we come from the same
backgrounds. This factor facilitated me to have a good understanding regarding the participants’
contexts. In relation to my English proficiency, | perceived myself as a competent user of English

both in oral and written forms based on the international test results that | undertook previously
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such as IELTS and Cambridge Placement Test. Thus, | am sufficiently proficient in English, the

language used for this research report.

In deciding suitable methods to apply in translating the data, | adopted both literal and free
translation, as explained by Birbili (2000). When using literal translation, the researcher translated
the data word-by-word which was perceived as fair to what was spoken by the interviewee. For
example, in the highly structured interview, the participants’ responses of their age, job and work
schedule was translated literally. | found that word-by-word translation could not be applied to the
whole data, however: it might confuse the readers as it decreases the text’s comprehensibility
(Birbili, 2000). As such, I also applied another type of translation, namely free translation, that led
me to write a ‘read well’ text. This raises the risk of misinterpreting the data, however (Rubin &
Rubin, 1995) and the original meaning of data might be lost (Birbili, 2000). As proposed by
Shklarov (2007), “the researcher needs to remain open to the opinions of others in all instances of
debatable meanings in cross-language exchange to avoid the accounts of uncertainty or doubt” (p.
535). Taking this opinion into account, and considering the risk of misinterpretation that might
occur, | consulted a senior Malaysian teacher who majors in Teaching English as a Second
Language, on the data translation of this study. In reporting or presenting the data, some reports
included the original language of the responses with the translations (e.g. Dorner, 2012) and others

included only the translations (e.g. Hecht, 1998) to ease the target readers of this study.

3.10.5 Conclusion

This chapter provided information about the technical aspects of the study. It began with the
constructivist paradigm that underpins the study. The chapter then set out the details of the
participating individuals and site, the type of study and how the study was carried out while
preserving ethical elements. The chapter ended with the explanation of the data analysis process.

The next chapter (Chapter 4) presents the findings of the study.
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS

4.1 Introduction

As explained previously in chapter three, | spent three months on the fieldwork for this study and
during that time I recruited six students, seven parents and one principal teacher as my research
participants. | also utilised three data sets, namely interviews, observations and documents to
inform the discussion related to the research questions. This chapter presents the findings of this
study, exploring the struggling readers’ experiences in respect to the ways their parents work with
them at home and the ways their teacher worked with them, as well as those students own
perspectives in respect to their learning experiences. |1 do not intend to make comprehensive
generalisations about struggling readers’ experience by comparing participants, but rather to
comprehend better the experience of struggling readers by looking at their home and school
experiences as well as their own viewpoints on their learning experience. | would like to reiterate
that the findings presented in this chapter are “relative to my own specific cultural and social
references” (Egan, 2016, p. 81) which is driven by my research paradigm (explained in Chapter
three) or “one of several right ways in which data can be interpreted” (Auerbach & Silverstein,

2003, p. 32). Hence different researchers may explain this study in a different way.

Creswell (2014) argues that “qualitative approaches allow room to be innovative and to work more
within researcher designed frameworks”. Such an approach also “allows more creative, literary-
style writing, a form that individuals may like to use” (p. 51). I read numerous PhD thesis to
identify how the writers presenting their findings and discussion. Some of the writers presented
these as two separate chapters while others combined the findings and discussion within a single
chapter. | decided to present my findings and discussion each in separate chapters because | think
that if 1 were to attempt to combine them, almost inevitably the discussion will become too
disjointed and ad hominem to the particular research question or observation that | am
“discussing”, making it difficult to get any depth. I aim to have a meaningful discussion and to
explore in a more organised and interesting way what issues arising from the rich data. | believe
that having a separate discussion chapter therefore allows me to step back from the detail of my

findings and to reflect more generally on what | observed as a whole. This will also help me to
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reflect on how my own findings integrate with the relevant literature in a more considered and
holistic way. | also hope that the way | present my findings and discussion will help to orient the

readers of my thesis.

Cohen, Manion and Morison (2011) proposed several ways of presenting the findings, including
by groups, by individuals, by themes, by research questions, by research instruments, by one or
more case studies and by narrative. Following Creswell’s (2014) and Cohen et al.’s (2011)
thoughts, | have decided to report my findings by research questions, individuals, themes and by
narratives. Presenting the findings based on the research questions helps me to answer directly
what this study is aiming to discover. Presenting the findings based on the individuals namely
student-participants, parent-participants and teacher-participant helps me to concentrate on a
complete and in-depth description of every participant, which | perceive to be essential in order to
articulate the findings meaningfully. With the teacher-participant I highlighted three main themes
that emerged in the data namely classroom environment, involvement of the teacher with the
students and the challenges facing the teacher. With the parent-participants | highlight two main
themes that emerged in the data, namely the involvement of each party with the students and the
challenges facing each party. With the student-participants, the themes that emerged are
perceptions of ESL, the challenges facing the children and their perceptions of ESL classroom
learning experience. | also utilise narratives to present the findings because that approach assists
me to decide “which sections of data I chose to keep and which bits to lose” (Stirling, 2014, p.87)

and to make a summary that would be informative to the readers (Chase, 2005; Creswell, 2012b).

My focus is on describing what struggling readers, parents and teachers are doing, feeling and
thinking in the various contexts that | explored and that seemed to arise. | integrate a combination
of direct quotations from the participants and extracts from field notes together with summaries
and paraphrase of what participants said in this finding chapter. At the end of each sub-research
question section | provide a summary of findings in a table to provide an at-a-glance recap of what

is written earlier.

In the next chapter (Chapter 5) | discuss the main issues that emerged from this study by sub-
research questions (RQ1.1 to RQ1.3).
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Once again, | begin this chapter by restating the research question and sub-research questions

formulated and addressed in this study:

Research question:
How do the social, cultural and contextual elements surrounding struggling ESL students

influence their experiences of English language reading in the Malaysian classroom?

Sub-research questions:
1.1-  How does the teacher work with the struggling readers?
1.2-  How do the participating parents work with their children at home?
1.3-  How do the students themselves engage with their ESL reading?
1.4- How do the environmental contexts interact to influence struggling readers’
experiences of reading?

1.5-  What are the implications for education policy and practice in Malaysia?

4.2 Findings in Relation to the Teacher

Sub-research question 1.1: How does the teacher work with the struggling readers in the

classroom?

This section explains the findings from the interviews, classroom observations and documents.
The aims of this section are to describe: a) the classroom environment; b) the teacher’s
background; c) the prominent instructional methods the teacher utilised in the reading lessons; d)
the use of different types of instructional materials, and; e) the challenges the teacher faced in

engaging with the struggling readers’ learning.
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421 Classroom Environment

The classroom seemed to be spacious enough to accommodate all the struggling readers.
Additionally, there were sufficient tables and chairs for all the students. The bulletin board was
also available, and displayed information such as duty rosters, the classroom committee and
learning information on selected subjects. The classroom had a scarcity of English reading
materials, however. For example, in the English section bulletin board, only one material was put
up, namely a poster related naming colours, and this did not seem to be up-to-date in accordance
with the topics that the students were learning in the ESL subject. There was also no reading section
for recreational reading available in the classroom. Although the teacher stated that the students
need to be exposed with reading materials such as story books, this belief did not seem to be

implemented by the teacher in the classroom.

4.2.2 Mrs. Leena’s Background

The English teacher for the struggling readers, Mrs. Leena, was 37 years old. She appeared to be
an energetic and active lady. She was also talkative and friendly. She had been working as a
primary school teacher for five years at two different schools. She had a degree in Translation and
Interpreting Studies from a local university. She then became a clerk at a shipping company, a
cashier at a supermarket and a fast-food restaurant manager. After trying her hand at different types
of jobs, she became a secondary school teacher for four years and was positioned as a relief teacher.
This experience as a relief teacher is what motivated her to enter the teaching field more seriously.
Mrs. Leena afterwards chose to undergo a teacher training course for a year and obtained her
teacher certificate from the teacher training institute. She was subsequently allocated a position at
a primary school and officially became an English teacher.

Mrs. Leena perceived her appointment as an English teacher for struggling readers as a positive
experience. Even though she admitted that it was a challenging task, she never gave up hope of
being able to have a positive effect on them. She also believed that the students deserved to receive
equal opportunities in education. In her teaching, she motivated her students by talking about how

their parents wanted to see them succeed in their study. She also talked about the importance of
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reading in English for young children, an ability that all students needed to possess for future

undertakings.

4.2.3 Mrs. Leena’s Involvement with the Struggling Readers’ Learning

This sub-section is divided into two categories, namely prominent instructional methods and the
use of different types of instructional materials by Mrs. Leena.

4.2.3.1 Prominent Instructional Methods Applied by the teacher

A few prominent instructional methods were identified from the study included whole-class
teaching, drilling, look-and-say, code switching and writing embedded instructions. I explain each

instruction below in turn.

4.2.3.1.1 Whole-class Teaching

The study reveals that the teaching and learning of reading in the ESL struggling readers’
classroom predominantly adopted whole-class teaching in which the teacher primarily led the
instructions. The reason that this technique was applied was because it assisted Mrs. Leena

managing the classroom.

Mrs. Leena said, “For the students in this class teaching to the whole class is the most suitable

strategy because I think it helps me to control the class”

It was evident in the observations that the typical organisation of the reading lessons centred on a
few activities which can be divided into three stages: pre-reading, while-reading and post-reading.
In the first stage, Mrs. Leena introduced the topics and reviewed the words of the day by reading

the words aloud to the students.

Example 1:
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Mrs. Leena: Yes, are you ready class? Okay so today we are going to do some revisions. Listen to

me. | will go through the words.

Example 2:

Mrs. Leena: | need you to refer to page 39. Can you see the boy in that page? Page 39, 3 and 9.
Don’t shout please. Are you ready class? Page 39. Look at the boy. Okay I need you to listen to

me.

In these examples, Mrs. Leena instructed the students to listen to her reading without further

discussing about the topic or involving the students to discuss the topic.

In the second stage, Mrs. Leena practised the words with the students by asking them to read after
her. Mrs. Leena also interspersed that activity by asking the students the meaning of the words, or
asking them to read the text without additional in-depth discussion. In performing these activities,
Mrs. Leena involved the whole class, although on occasions she nominated an individual student.

In the third stage, Mrs. Leena also conducted a writing activity based on the topic that she had
taught. In one reading lesson, she also rearranging jumbled words in a sentence activity led by her
in front of the class by using word cards.

Referring to the MOE (2015a), a student-centred approach is highly advocated for fun and
meaningful learning. The role of the teacher is not only as a knowledge provider but a learning
facilitator. To this end, small group activities are encouraged for students so that students can
“share their strengths and also develop their weaker skills as well as their interpersonal skills”

....”1in any tasks, questions or problems given by the teacher” (p. 11).

4.2.3.1.2 Drilling

It was evident that drilling was quite extensively employed in the lessons. This was discovered

from the interviews and throughout all the classroom observations. Drilling was led by Mrs. Leena
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and often carried out with the whole class, and at times with individual students. The teacher would
model the words and the students would repeat after the teacher. Mrs. Leena typically accompanied
the activity with written text or pictures, asking the students to look at them. Examples of the
drilling conducted in the reading lessons are reported below.

Example 1

Teacher : Okay can you repeat after me? Repeat after me. The. Show me your finger, show
me your finger. Show me your finger. Jari awak mana? [where’s your finger?] Okay, point to the
word the. | want you to recognise the words.

Students : The

Teacher : The. Finger mana finger? [Where is your finger?] This is your finger right?

(showing her index finger) Okay find the word the. Say together.

Students : (In unison) the
Teacher : The

Students > (In unison) the
Teacher : The

Students : (In unison) the
Teacher : Okay the
Students > (In unison) the
Teacher : The

Students : (In unison) the
Teacher : The

Students > (In unison) the
Teacher : Okay enough for number one. Number 2? Anyone of you? Number 2 who wants

to answer? Please stand up? Can you read number two? The first one is the. The second one? The

second one? (point to one student and no answer was given by the student)

Teacher >and
Students - (In unison) and
Teacher > and
Students > (In unison) and
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Teacher :and

Students : (In unison) and

Teacher :and

Students - (In unison) and

Teacher :and

Students : (In unison) and

Teacher : Okay how about number 3? Number 3? a
Students : (In unison) a

Teacher : Okay a

Students : (In unison) a

Teacher ra

Students > (In unison) a

Teacher : Number 4? to

Students : (In unison) to

Teacher :to

Students : (In unison) to

Example 2

Teacher : Okay repeat after me. Point to the words by using your finger, mana jari awak?

[Where is your finger?] [Shouts at the students who are making noise]. Show your finger. | need
you to point to the word. Kita nak baca. We are going to read the sentences together. [Shouts at
the students who are making noise]. Okay now show me your finger. Okay now what you have to
do? Okay look at the first picture. Point to the word I. Use your finger. Guna jari tunjuk dekat I.
Use your finger and point to the word 1. Okay. [Shouts at the students who making noise). Okay
show me your finger. Are you ready class? Are you ready? Okay repeat after me. |

Students > (in unison) 1
Teacher :use

Students - (in unison) use
Teacher :my
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Students : (in unison) my

Teacher . eyes

Students : (in unison) eyes

Teacher ' to

Students : (in unison) to

Teacher : see

Students - (in unison) see

Teacher : Okay again. Point towards | mean jari awak tunjuk dekat I. The first picture. Okay

I, repeat after me. I,

Students : (in unison) |

Teacher o

Students : (in unison) use

Teacher - use. | use jari mana? [Use your index finger]. | use my eyes to see
Students : (In unison) | use my eyes to see

Teacher : Okay again. | use my eyes to see

Students : (In unison) | use my eyes to see

Teacher : Okay again. | use my eyes to see

Students : (In unison) | use my eyes to see

Teacher : Okay again. [Teacher calls out the students’ name who are disengaged] | use my
eyes to see

Students : (In unison) | use my eyes to see

Teacher : Can you read together? Okay, one, two, three. | use my eyes to see
Students : (In unison) | use my eyes to see

In the two excerpts above, it is illustrated that Mrs. Leena utilised drilling to the students as a
whole group. The words and sentences were repeated until the teacher felt satisfied with the
students’ reading. Mrs. Leena also asked the students to use their index finger to track the words
being read on the text so that they can recognise the words. In addition to that, the findings revealed
that Mrs. Leena utilised drilling to manage the classroom. This was shown when she went around

the classroom to encourage every student to read after her.

151



Example 3

Teacher : Okay there are four characters here. Ada empat watak dalam gambar ini. [There
are four characters in the picture]. [Shouts at the students who are making noise or who went off-

task). Okay we are going to read the dialogue, the dialogue between them. Can you repeat after

me?

Students Yes

Teacher : Okay good. Now Harun asking, what,
Students : (In unison) what
Teacher LS

Students : (In unison) is
Teacher : your

Students : (In unison) your
Teacher : name?

Students > (In unison) name?
Teacher : Okay again, what
Students : (In unison) what
Teacher LS

Students : (In unison) is
Teacher : your

Students : (In unison) your
Teacher : name?

Students > (In unison) name?
Teacher : Okay, how to answer? My
Students : (In unison) My
Teacher > name

Students - (In unison) name
Teacher LS

Students : (In unison) is
Teacher : Harun

Students - (In unison) Harun
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Teacher : Okay what is your name?

Students : (In unison) what is your name?

Teacher : Okay how to answer? My name is Harun

Students : (In unison) My name is Harun

Teacher : Okay try to remember how you ask and answer questions related to one’s name.

You just need to change Harun’s name into your name when answering the question of ‘What is

your name’?

In the excerpt above, drilling was employed by Mr. Leena as a whole group to help the students
memorise the target sentence that they needed to master. The repetition began by breaking up the
sentence into individual words. Next, the teacher read the whole sentence repeatedly so that it
could be memorised by the students.

Example 4
Teacher : Okay now Qila, the next one. Look at the picture. Okay look. Can you read Qila?

The format sama [similar] to everyone, ready? Okay can you read? Anyone can help her? How to

pronounce this one? How to pronounce this word? How to pronounce this word? Read Qila, This

Qila : This

Teacher - This is

Qila : This is

Teacher : Thisis a?

Qila : This is a mouse

Teacher : rat

Qila - rat

Example 5

Teacher : Okay next? Okay Ali, show everyone what picture do you have? (No answer from
Ali). Okay my? Anyone of you? My? My?
Students : My family
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Teacher : Okay my family. So there are father, Mother, Brother, Sister, Ok practise ya
everyone (please practise). Mother, father, brother, sister okay.
This is my? My? My? Family!

Ali : This is my

Teacher : This is my family

Ali : This is my family

Teacher : This is my family

Ali : This is my family

Teacher : Everyone? This is my family
Students : This is my family

In examples 4 and 5 above, drilling was conducted with an individual student. It is noted that Mrs.
Leena nominated individual students to read after her and this was followed by whole class drilling.
Mrs. Leena employed drilling to help the students to construct sentences by using the different
picture cards that each student possessed. Students were expected to maintain the format or
structure of the sentence and change the noun from the picture card they received. Similar to
example 3, the instance illustrates that drilling is used to help the students memorise the target

sentence.

Mrs. Leena indicated drilling as another main method employed in the ESL reading lessons with
struggling readers that she taught. She believed that drilling would help to control the students’
behaviour. She also thought that such a method would help the struggling readers to pay attention
to the lesson. She further stated that, through drilling, the students who were initially not focusing

would join in with other students who read after the teacher.
In addition to the above, the teacher also admitted that drilling and repetition resembled the
religious method of recitation of the Quran. She said,

| think repetition like what we did in the Quranic classes is most practical and works
the best. In the Quranic classes that we attended we repeat time and again until we can
read. Similar to what I did in the classroom, the students read after me many times.
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The teacher further added that she hoped that the students could recognise and become familiar
with the words, remembering them when they encountered them again later. As well as using
drilling to enhance the memory of the students and for classroom control, the teacher also gave
other reasons, including to model the pronunciation and for students to practise the reading. She
believed that the students did not have a lot of exposure to English reading activities at home, and
therefore, since they were primarily learning at school, they would reap the benefit from drilling.
Overall, they would learn how to pronounce the words correctly and to practise reading as much

as possible by copying the teacher.

Referring to the Year 1 English document, several steps were highlighted for early learning,
including modelled reading by the teacher and choral reading (MOE, 2015). These were followed
by several other steps such as shared reading, guided reading and independent reading. Looking at
the methods suggested in the document and how reading was carried out, as well as the response
given by Mrs. Leena, it was shown that Mrs. Leena integrated the first two steps into her teaching.
She mostly adopted modelled reading by having the students listen to the words or sentences read
aloud by her. In choral reading, the students then repeated the reading together in unison. Students
did not read aloud in unison by themselves, either in groups or as individuals, as the activity was

entirely led by the teacher. There were no occasions where other reading steps were integrated.

4.2.3.1.3 Look and Say Approach over Phonics

Another practice incorporated by the teacher in the ESL reading lesson was look-and-say or the
whole word approach. This was done by Mrs. Leena reading aloud the whole words in the text
without separating them into phonetic script.

Example 1

Teacher : Okay enough for number one. Number 2? Anyone of you? Number 2 who wants
to answer? Please stand up? Can you read number two? The first one is the. The second one? The
second one? (Point to one student and no answer was given)

Teacher :and
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Students - (In unison) and

Teacher :and

Students - (In unison) and
Teacher :and

Students : (In unison) and
Teacher :and

Students - (In unison) and
Teacher :and

Students : (In unison) and
Example 2

Teacher : Can all of you read this?
Students : Silence
Teacher > pin

Students : Read loudly
Teacher : pin

Students : pin

Teacher > pin

Students > pin

The excerpts in examples 1 and 2 above show that Mrs. Leena employed the look-and-say
approach to teach the students to read the words ‘and’ and ‘pin’ instead of sounding out the letter
as would be practised in a phonics approach.

Example 3

Teacher . It is not map, it ends with the letter T. So, mat. Mat, understand? Now we are
going to read this sentence. Tunjuk kat kawan [show it to your friends] It. 1.T. dengar ni? [Are you
listening?] I, T? [ai/ti] The pronunciation is? it.

Students St
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Teacher It

Students 2t

Teacher St

Students St

Example 4

Teacher : Okay, again everyone, this?
Students : This is a mouse

Teacher : Mouse starts from M. This one is R. So, what is this?
This one is R.A.T. [ar/ey/ti] So, this is a rat.
Students : Rat

Teacher : Rat

Teacher : Rat

Students : Rat

In examples 3 and 4, Mrs. Leena incorporated the spelling activity by reciting the individual letters
that are comprised in the words ‘it’ and ‘rat’ rather than using the letter sounds. She also focused

on the individual letter T in the word ‘mat’ without sounding it out.

From the interviews, it was discovered that Mrs. Leena hoped that look-and-say would help
students build vocabulary which would lead to the development of comprehension. She also
preferred to use the whole word approach because she was quite confident that the children did
not have any exposure to using phonics before. She also mentioned, “Looking at their background
and the type of pre-school they attended earlier I would say they are not familiar with phonics”.
Additionally, Mrs. Leena admitted that she is not very confident to use the approach because she

felt that not enough training had been provided.

Referring to the Standard-Based English Language Curriculum for Primary Schools, one of the
core pedagogical principles of teaching and learning was teaching literacy by using phonics

strategies (MOE, 2015). This strategy aims to facilitate primary school students to become
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independent readers. Phonics strategies were also selected because the approach would be helpful
to build a strong foundation of reading skills for Year 1 students (MOE, 2015).

4.2.3.1.4 Code Switching

Another practice evident in the reading instructions that | observed was code switching. It appeared
in each lesson that | observed and was also stated by Mrs. Leena in the interviews as one of the
methods that she utilised. Mrs. Leena code switched between the English and Malay languages on
many occasions throughout the reading lessons. The following excerpts display examples of how
code switching was applied in the lessons. The Malay language employed by the teacher is
illustrated in italics alongside the English explanation of the language.

Example 1

Teacher : 1 mean saya.. [I] Understand? | maksudnya apa? Saya, saya [what does it mean
with 1?7 1, 1]

Example 2

Teacher : Okay we use our nose to? Smell. What is smell?

Students : Hidung [nose]

Teacher : Smell maksudnya bau. Kita gunakan hidung kita untuk bau. [Smell means to sniff.

We use our nose to smell]. Okay do you understand?

Example 3

Teacher : Okay can you get up? Okay. Ni apa? [what is this] (point to the word this on the
sheet belongs to the student) ‘This’ right? How to read this? This is a pen.

Students - This is a pen (In unison)

Example 4
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Teacher
Students
Students
Teacher
Students
Teacher
teeth.

Example 5
Teacher
Students
Teacher
Students
Teacher

Example 6

Teacher

. 1, use, tooth brush. What is tooth brush? Apa dia? [what is it?]

- Ketip kuku [nail clipper]

: Gosok gigi [brushing teeth]

: Ha? Gosok gigi? [brushing teeth]

: Ha, berus gigi [toothbrush]

. Yes, berus gigi, [toothbrush] how come ketip kuku? [nail clipper] I, brush, my,

: Okay what is fingernail? Apa dia [what is] fingernail?

: Cepit kuku [nail clipper]

: No, fingernail is kuku [nail]

. gigi [teeth]

: No, fingernail tu kuku, [fingernail is fingernail] I, use, a, nail clipper

: Big book, buku yang besar [big book] Do you understand? Boleh faham? [do you

understand?] Yes or no? Okay, for today we want to make some revisions and the topic is about

my niece. Okay stop writing. Berhenti menulis [stop writing]. (Calls out children’s names)

Example 7

Teacher

: Do you know what is chew? Chew tu maksudnya mengunyah [chew]

Code switching was used by Mrs. Leena to check students’ understanding and to provide

explanations about the words that she taught in the reading lessons, as shown in examples 1 to 7.

She code switched between the English and Malay language when she asked questions to the

students to ensure that the students could comprehend the meaning of the words that were taught
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in the lessons. It is also noted that instead of using actions the teacher preferred to translate the
meaning of particular words such as ‘I’ and ‘smell’ and ‘chew’. Similarly the teacher translated

the meaning of fingernail instead of showing her own or students’ fingernails.

Example 8

Teacher : Now what you have to do? | want you to write the question. Okay you have to

write the question. Kena salin soalan ni [You have to copy the question] (show the students which

questions to copy)

Example 9

Teacher : Make it bigger ye, tulis besar [Write in a large print]

Example 10

Teacher : Okay hold this one, pegang. [Hold]. Hold the picture. Pegang kad ini. [Hold the

card]. Okay, okay, can you read? Pin.

In the excerpts shown in examples 7 to 10 above, Mrs. Leena code switched to explain the
instructions for the lesson. She asked the students to copy the questions and to use an appropriate
size of handwriting. She also focused on the instruction for students to hold the picture to make
sure it could be seen by other students. I also noticed that Mrs. Leena code switched the instructions
about the print size instead of showing examples of what print size was appropriate.

Example 11

Teacher : ‘Are’? Number 18. Find the word. It is on the list. I ask you to circle the word. Do
you want to play or to learn? Nak main ke nak belajar? [Do you want to play or to learn?] Tell me
nak main ke nak belajar? [Tell me whether you want to play or to learn?]. Saya dah marah ni nak

jadi tiger dah ni. [I am angry at you and I am going to turn into a tiger]. Don’t play. Saya tanya
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awak nak main ke nak belajar? [I am asking you, do you want to play or to learn?] Kalau nak
belajar awak boleh duduk dalam kelas ni dengan saya. [If you want to learn you can stay with me

in the classroom.

Example 12

Teacher : Okay | count to 5, teacher kira sampai 5, duduk tempat masing-masing

kalau tak balik tempat...(go back to your seat, if not...)

From the excerpts shown in examples 11 and 12, | deduced that Mrs. Leena code switched when
she wanted to manage the students’ behaviour in the classroom. In example 1, she made the
students think of their behaviour and interest in learning. Example 10 illustrates that Mrs. Leena
was reminding the students who were out of their seats to return to their seats by counting to five.
It was also discovered that there are no specific classroom ground rules emphasised by Mrs. Leena

in the lessons.

Mrs. Leena also stated that the use of code switching, in which the struggling readers’ first
language is incorporated, is very necessary to facilitate the students’ comprehension of the lessons
and to control the classroom. She further mentioned that if the lessons were fully conducted in
English, the students would face difficulties to understand the content of the lesson. Likewise, she
admitted that she would experience a great challenge to deliver the lessons and to provide
instructions to the students without using the Malay language. She also believed that managing the

classroom required her to use Malay so that the students can understand her messages.

Referring to the Year 1 English syllabus, the use of the students’ first language was not mentioned
anywhere in the document. The MOE (2015) does, however, highlight the importance of the use
of an accurate medium of instruction in teaching and learning: “emphasis is given on the aspects
of pronunciation, sentence structure, grammar and the terminology of the language in order to
assist pupils organise ideas as well as communicate effectively” (MOE, 2015, p.12). Judging from
this it is suggested that the use of the first language is not encouraged as the focus should be given

to the good modelling of the target language as a medium of instruction by the teacher.
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4.2.3.1.5 Writing embedded instructions

Another prominent strategy that | observed in most of the reading lessons was writing activities.
In the first observation that | conducted, students were asked to circle the words on the reading
text listed in the HFW lists. For instance, the first word on the list is ‘the’. Students needed to circle

the same word ‘the” which could be found on the reading text.

The next lesson required the students to circle the parts of the body on the reading text provided
by the teacher. There were six body parts that are accentuated in the lesson, which are eyes, ears,
nose, hands, mouth and teeth. The teacher read the words aloud and the students circled the correct

words.

In the following lesson that | observed, children were asked to copy down the question from the
whiteboard and write the answer with the teacher’s guidance. The activity was related to the topic
‘My Name’ in the big book reading session the students had earlier. The students were required to

copy the question ‘What is your name’ and answer ‘My name is (their own names)’.

Another lesson required the children to copy down the correct sentences provided by the teacher
on the board. In this lesson, based on the topic “Be Clean”, an example of a sentence was “I take
a bath”. Prior to this activity the teacher put up a few word cards on the board that represent the

sentences introduced before and rearranged the jumbled words in order, together with the students.

The teacher gave her opinion about the integration of writing activities in the lesson, which

includes an activity to reinforce the students’ comprehension on words they have learnt:

| consider writing activity to be a form of drilling or repetition that can be useful to
strengthen students’ comprehension on what the children had learnt from the lesson.
After verbal repetition, writing activity may be helpful too.

She further added:

Even though it might seem to just copying down the sentences they read, | think it is
still good. They engaged with the words repeatedly.
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Referring to the Year 1 English syllabus, it is illustrated that writing activity is suggested to be
conducted in the reading lessons (MOE, 2015). Among the activities that are suggested are “read
and draw, read and complete the text, read and categorise, read and predict and read and infer”

(MOE, 2015, p. 44).

4.2.3.2 Instructional Materials Utilised in the lessons

Mrs. Leena put a high regard on using instructional materials to assist her students. She believed
that instructional materials are very important and can work well to help build students’
comprehension, besides increasing students’ learning interest. During the observations, it was
discovered that Mrs. Leena employed a number of materials for particular purposes. These
materials included the HFW list, reading texts, big book, English Year 1 textbook, picture cards

and word cards. The use of each material is explained in turn below.

4.2.3.2.1 Observation 1: High Frequency Word List and Reading Text

In the first classroom observation that I conducted, the reading instructions were based on the
HFW list (see Figure 7). All the students had previously been given the list, which were properly
printed out and laminated by Mrs. Leena. According to Mrs. Leena, the list was shared by her
colleague through a social media group, and she hoped that the list would help the students to
increase their vocabulary. The font of the list, which consists of 100 words, was quite small.
Referring to the Year 1 Standard-Based Curriculum for Primary School (MOE, 2015a), the list of
words produced by the MOE, although quite similar, was not identical to the material produced by
the teacher. For example, there were words in the document not included in the teacher’s list. For
instance, the words ‘cat’, ‘going’, ‘away’ and ‘help’, which are in the MOE list, were not on the
teacher’s list, whereas the words ‘which’, ‘each’, ‘words’, ‘into, ‘use’, ‘bike’, ‘its’, ‘long’ are not
in the list provided by the MOE (2015). According to the MOE (2015a), the teacher can expand
the list according to the students’ abilities but the words listed in the documents are the minimum

that the teacher needs to teach to the students.
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Figure 7: High frequency word list

Mrs. Leena also distributed a short reading text which was utilised alongside with the HFW list in
the lesson (see Figure 8). The reading text consisted of three sentences with four to five words that
described the picture on it. The characters written on the text, namely Nini and Pak Alang, are
local names that portray a Malaysian identity. The picture showed Nini feeding ducks, which are
one of the most well-known farm animals in Malaysia. Both the picture and font used in the text
were clear. According to Mrs. Leena, the objective of this lesson was to help the students to read
the words on the HFW list and to get the students to identify whether the words read on the HFW

list are also written on the reading text.
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INini is in Pak Alang‘s farm.

There are three ducks.

She feeds the ducks.

Figure 8: Reading text - feeding ducks

4.2.3.2.2 Observation 2: Reading text

The instructional materials used in the second observation focused on words and sentences on the
topic of body parts. The text consisted of pictures of body parts and short sentences that described
each of the parts (see Figure 9). The text featured six body parts, namely, eyes, ears, nose, hands,
mouth and teeth and used clear pictures and fonts. The picture of each body part was put in the
circle shape and the sentence that described the picture was written below the picture. According
to Mrs. Leena, the objective of the lesson was for students to be able to recognise the body parts
and their functions. She employed the reading text to facilitate the students to read the words and

sentences that described the body parts and their purposes.
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Figure 9: Reading text - body parts

4.2.3.2.3 Observation 3: Big Book

In the third observation, a big book was the main teaching aid utilised in the reading lesson. The
objective of the lesson was to revise introducing oneself using simple sentences. The topic chosen
was ‘My name’ (see Figure 10). The big book used several characters that portrayed the Malay,
Indian and Chinese people who comprise the major ethnic groups among the Malaysian
population, potentially helping the students to engage in the lesson because the learning was
contextualised within the Malaysian community that they belonged to. Mrs. Leena thought that
the big book was suitable to be used in the classroom because it has large print and pictures.

The use of the big book is also highlighted in the Year 1 Standard-Based Curriculum for Primary
School (MOE, 2015). The document mentioned the importance of using the big book to teach

students “the conventions about book and prints” such as the book title, and the way sentences are
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read, which is from left to right (MOE, 2015, p. 43). The layout of the content used in the big book
also helps students to learn about non-linear text. The importance of using non-linear text is also
highlighted by the MOE (2015, p. 40) “Pupils will be able to demonstrate understanding of a
variety of linear and non-linear texts in the form of print and non-print materials using a range of

strategies to construct meaning”.

My Big Book

Listening and Speaking skills

2

|

Figure 10: The Big Book

4.2.3.2.4 Observation 4: Year 1 English Text Book and Word Cards

The fourth reading lesson that | observed employed the Year 1 English textbook as the main
reference or material. This textbook was produced by the MOE and had been supplied to all
students and teachers as the main reference for English in the mainstream classroom. The textbook
could also be employed in the struggling readers’ class and Mrs. Leena felt that the content of the
textbook that she was adopting was also suitable for the children’s level. The Year 1 English
Curriculum Standard for the Primary School documents mentioned that “materials must suit the
differing needs and abilities of pupils” (MOE, 2015, p. 4). Even though the struggling readers were
entitled to use the remedial textbook, the teacher’s decision to use the textbook was also in line

with the curriculum.
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According to Mrs. Leena, the lesson observed was adapted from a chapter in the textbook, namely
‘Be Clean’ (see Figure 11). The main character used in the lesson is Nabil, a Malay boy who was
introduced at the beginning of the textbook together with several other main characters that
symbolised the melting pot of different cultures that exist in Malaysia. The characters are featured
throughout the textbook. The section that was used by the teacher showed Nabil undertaking
several actions to cleanse himself. These included bathing, shampooing, brushing teeth and cutting
his fingernails. There are eight sentences highlighted by the teacher as displayed in the textbook.

The sentences read:

)] I have a bath.

i) I use soap.

i) I wash my hair.

iv) I use shampoo.

V) I brush my teeth.
vi) I use a toothbrush.
vii) | cut my fingernails.

viii) | use a nail clipper

I have a bath.
I use soap.

I wash my hair.
I use shampoo.

I brush my teeth.
I use a toothbrush.

I cut my fingernails.
I use a nail clipper.

|. Do you use soap when having a bath?

E 32 2. Do you wash your hair with shampoo?
~7= 3. Do you cut your fingernails?

N 4. Why do we need to keep ourselves clean? i

\
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Figure 11: Year 1 English textbook - Be Clean

Word cards were also employed by Mrs. Leena. She chose a few sentences taken from the lesson
and put up the word cards on the board to be seen by the students. She jumbled them up and

rearranged the words together with the students.

4.2.3.2.5 Observation 5: Picture Cards

In the fifth observation that | conducted, Mrs. Leena used picture cards as instructional materials.
The cards contained a word that described the picture on it. The cards were printed on white paper
and laminated. According to Mrs. Leena, the objective of the lesson was to get the students to read
the words, to increase their vocabulary and to make a short sentence based on the words with the
assistance of the picture. She further added that the words chosen to be put on the cards were taken
from the school textbook. Examples of the cards utilised in this lesson are displayed below in

Figure 12.

Sun

‘ Pan ‘

Figure 12: Picture cards

Mrs. Leena mentioned that exposing students to the pictures can be helpful to get the students

familiarised with the words that she intended to teach. This step can be followed by introducing
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the name of the things displayed on the picture to enrich the students’ vocabulary and to guide the

students to construct sentences based on the words they learned from the pictures.

4.2.4 Challenges Affecting the Teaching of Reading

Mrs. Leena raised several challenges that she faced while dealing with the struggling readers in
this study. The issues included managing students’ behaviour, low involvement and cooperation
from the parents, quality of the support and cooperation from the District Education Division, lack
of time to prepare the materials, lack of resources, lack of knowledge and training in phonics
instruction, the assessment system and the absence of designated personnel to take overall charge

of the struggling readers’ learning.

4241 Managing Students’ Behaviour in the Struggling Reader’s Classroom

The main challenge that Mrs. Leena faced in facilitating the children was managing student
behaviour. She believed that managing student behaviour is an integral aspect of a successful
teaching and learning session. She stated, “If they listen to our instructions, things will get easier,
our lesson objectives would be met. For me this is the main issue that | had in facilitating the

students to read.”

Mrs. Leena also mentioned that students in the struggling readers’ classroom have different
personalities and attitude issues. This hinders the effectiveness of the reading instructions
conducted in the classroom. She perceived the students as either passive or too active and quite
playful, loving to make noises and having a short attention span. She also believed that these
behaviours might be because the students had low motivation and interest to learn English, a
language that is foreign to them. She understood that the students might be able to achieve more
but because a lot of her time in the classroom was spent quietening down the noisy students or

getting their attention, the core business of teaching and learning was negatively affected.

She further commented on the students’ behaviour since this also dampened her enthusiasm as a

teacher:
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| come to the class and | prepare myself as if | want to go to a battlefield. When | put
all my materials on the table, several students misbehave and each with different
issues. Things go awry and less time is spent on the teaching and learning.

Mrs. Leena also stated that the children with a negative influenced those who wanted to learn to
join their negative behaviour or become a nuisance in the reading lesson and that this created an
undesirable environment in the classroom. As Mrs. Leena was unable to manage the classroom,

her lesson planning might not meet the objectives. She commented:

It was challenging to manage the students’ behaviour. They love to make noise, cannot
sit still, disrupt their friends, chatter and play with one another. They really test my
patience. My creative teaching method was also disadvantaged by their behaviour.

It was also mentioned that Mrs. Leena was in favour of integrating ICT in her reading lesson. One
main constraints, however, meant that she did not use the technology in the classroom is the
students’ behaviour. She was afraid that some students might ruin the computer lab equipment if
she took them to the lab. The teacher stated:

The children are very active and some may play with the computers and disrupt or
break them. I do not want to take a risk.

4.2.4.2 Perceived Parental Attitude: Low Involvement and Cooperation

Mrs. Leena also had negative perceptions towards the attitude of the struggling readers’ parents in
relation to their children’s learning. The teacher felt that the children from low socio-economic
status were not properly cared by the parents who were normally busy with their work. She
expressed her dissatisfaction regarding those parents’ cooperation. She believed that the parents
needed to be more responsible and look after their children’s learning since education starts from
home. From her past years’ experience, she discovered that homework was not accomplished by
the children that she taught. Therefore she decided not to give homework to the present students
that she is teaching. She stated:

| seldom give homework to them because if | gave them the homework, many
homework were returned with mistakes or even worse unfinished. Doing mistakes are
acceptable but I am upset when they neglect the task given.
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She further added:

As a teacher | can give them like 50% to 70% of the input but the rest of it should come
from the children’s parents or family. Parents have their part in students’ success.

She also mentioned that the parents were less serious about their children’s reading ability and
were not helping their children. Mrs. Leena asserted that if the parents were serious they would be

able to help their children at home. She said:

At least they can help monitor their children’s reading at night for instance. So, what
the teacher teaches at school can be reiterated by the parents at home.

Parents were also perceived as lacking of awareness about the present education system resulting
in a lack of understanding of their children’s learning. Mrs. Leena mentioned about the SAPS, the
online portal that stores children’s academic reports, including reading performance, which she
thinks the parents are not updated with. She said, “Parents do not really know what is available.
Our system is progressing but they don’t really catch up on the new system”. She believed that
nowadays a lot of things are available on the Internet which can easily be found by the parents.

Mrs. Leena also pointed out that parental understanding of their children’s achievement was
outdated. Since the parents did not keep up with the present system of education, those parents
were more eager to know their children’s tests results, specifically on grades and marks rather than
the performance in reading. As an English teacher, Mrs. Leena never met the parents of struggling
readers as the parent-teacher meetings usually involved only the class teacher. Based on her
experience talking with other parents in the class where she is the class teacher, however, Mrs.

Leena stated:

Parents are more interested to know their children’s marks in tests rather than to know
about their children’s reading ability. If their children don’t know how to read and
write how could they achieve good marks in the test?
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4.2.4.3 Quality of Support and Cooperation from the District Education Office

Mrs. Leena also stated that she expected the district education office to disseminate the materials
done by all teachers in the course that she attended more efficiently. She also mentioned that, in
all the courses that she attended, the participants worked together to come out with ideas to assist
the students in reading. She did not receive the materials that she thought would be helpful to refer
to, however. Mrs. Leena was a little bit disappointed because she had been expecting the materials

to reach her.

I don’t know how to get the presentations because the organiser promised to share the
compilation of ideas with all teachers who attended the courses. | am quite
disappointed because | think everyone has spent generous time and put a lot of effort
into developing the materials. It would motivate me more if such assistance is
available.

She believed that if she had these materials, the process of teaching and learning might become
easier in that she would be able to use the newly developed strategies in her teaching practice in

the reading classroom.

4.2.4.4 Lack of Resources and Lack of Time

Another challenge reported by Mrs. Leena in facilitating the students was the lack of suitable
resources. Mrs. Leena also admitted that she did not have enough time to prepare the materials
herself. She believed that the use of suitable materials is necessary to facilitate the students in
English language reading. Even though | saw Mrs. Leena utilise particular materials in each of the
observations that | conducted, she admitted that those materials were already in her collection. She
said “I develop my own materials and, definitely, it is time-consuming”. She also mentioned that
she could not afford to use or prepare materials for each reading instruction. She felt overwhelmed
to think about and to prepare the materials for the students as she also taught other classes for

different year groups and abilities.

Mrs. Leena has a busy role in the school and was assigned to teach English to both lower and upper
primary school classes, namely Years 1, 2 and 4. She had to accomplish academic and non-

academic-related duties. For example, in relation to the academic duties, she was required to teach

173



the students, and to prepare, administer and mark the test papers. She also needed to perform non-
academic duties such as organising school events including Sport’s day, Teacher’s day, Canteen

Day, Teacher’s retirement day and others.

4.2.45 Lack of Training in Phonics Instruction

Another challenge that Mrs. Leena had in facilitating the struggling readers was her knowledge,
which she perceived as limited and inadequate. She also admitted that she needed more training
before she could widely apply phonics in the classroom more confidently. Phonics is quite new to
Mrs. Leena because the shift to phonics was only implemented a few years ago, long after she had
her education certificate at the teacher training institute. She further said:

| attended a few courses related to teaching ESL students who struggle with reading
and writing. However, the courses did not dedicate much time to revise on this. We
usually had the revision together as a whole group, going briefly through a phonics

song for instance. The rest of the sessions focused on other things.
4.2.4.6 The Assessment System

Another challenge mentioned by Mrs. Leena was the implementation of the assessment system.
Even though she acknowledged the advantages of having the assessments, she thought the tests
were too close together, and believed that this disturbed her ability to focus on the students.
According to Mrs. Leena, there are many tests throughout the year: in the months of March, May,

May, July and October. These tests include literacy screening, school reading tests and other school
tests. She stated:

In the same month the students have to sit two types of assessment. For example, in
March, the school test is carried out together with reading screening. This situation
poses a problem to me as a teacher. This is because I don’t have enough time to really
focus on students’ needs. I need to juggle the syllabus and their real needs.
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4.2.4.7 Lack Personnel and Large Class Sizes

Mrs. Leena also mentioned that she needed to cater for struggling readers in a big class in addition

to mainstream students. She said:

| teach a few classes and my focus needs to be divided into students who are struggling
in reading and those who are not struggling in reading. For instance, in this class, all
of them are struggling, but in another class they are not.

She also commented about the issue of lack of time to help children struggling in reading. She
said, “It was challenging for me to dedicate a lot of time, thinking and energy for these struggling
readers and non-struggling readers alike”. She further added other responsible parties need to
think of possible solutions to help these struggling readers more efficiently. She believed that there
is a need to have a particular organisation or teacher to look at the best way to help these struggling
readers to ensure that the students receive their full rights in education. She believed that more
attention should be given to the students to help them in reading. She said: “/ can’t give enough
focus since | teach them as a whole group and it is just hard to manage them. They need more

focus”

4.2.5 Summary of the findings related to the teacher

The classroom was found to be spacious with enough tables and chairs for each student, but there

was no reading corner and few ESL materials available in the classroom.

The teacher’s involvement with the struggling readers incorporated several instructional methods
and a number of instructional materials. Whole-class teaching was the main method utilised in the
ESL struggling readers’ classroom in order to control the classroom. Besides that, drilling was
largely regularly in the reading lessons with the ESL struggling readers for a number of reasons,
such as to assist the students recognise and become familiar with the words, to help the students
memorise the words, to model the pronunciation to the students, to get the students to practise
reading and to attract the students’ attention. Additionally, the look-and-say approach was applied

instead of phonics to facilitate students’ vocabulary and comprehension development. The phonics
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approach was not applied in the lessons because the teacher did not feel confident in using the

approach; further, she felt that the students had never previously been exposed to the method.

Another method utilised by the teacher in the ESL reading lessons was code switching. Code
switching was mainly used to assist students’ comprehension. Specifically, the teacher code
switched while giving instructions, clarifying English words, checking students’ understandings
and managing the classroom. Additionally, writing activity was also embedded in the reading
lessons to make the students engage with the words repeatedly.

Turning to the teacher’s explanation for why she teaches in the way that she does, it was explained
above that Mrs. Leena was comfortable applying the drilling technique in the reading classroom.
In particular, Mrs. Leena would ask her students to read after her, and used her finger to point to
the particular words that she was reading with the students. The drilling technique is widely
employed because, as a Muslim, she was influenced by the way the Quran is normally taught, i.e.
with the emphasis on memorisation of the verses. She hoped that drilling would similarly help the
children memorise the English words, language that is not so familiar to the students, as well as to
model a good pronunciation. This finding that Mrs. Leena’s English teaching was influenced by
the practice of Islamic institutions is a significant illustration of the influence of the macrosystem

on children’s development.

A number of instructional materials were employed in the ESL reading lessons. These included
high frequency word lists, word cards, reading texts, the big book, the Year 1 English textbook
and picture cards. The main objectives when using these materials were to assist students’

comprehension and increase students’ learning motivation.

A number of challenges were reported that potentially affected the teaching and learning of reading
in the classroom. A prominent challenge was difficulties managing student behaviour during the
lesson. Students were also perceived as having low interest towards ESL. This put the teacher off
from integrating ICT into the lessons. Parents were also perceived by the teacher as having low
involvement in relation to their children’s ESL learning due to their low socioeconomic status and

the fact that they were required to work long hours in their jobs. The teacher felt that the parents
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were not aware of the educational system, one reason that causing the children’s poor attainment
in English. Based on her previous years’ experience, the teacher decided not to provide homework
often to the students since she found that parental cooperation was lacking. This is a significant
finding because, clearly, not providing children with homework is an unusual practice as
completing homework can be seen as a common activity for children at home (Lee, 2010;
Pendleton, 2017; Rodriguez, 2005; Xiaoyi, 2017). Furthermore, Mrs. Leena’s reasoning—an
assumption that the homework would not be completed by the children due to lack of parental
support—reveals tensions and misunderstandings within the children’s mesosystems. A similar
conclusion is evident in Mrs. Leena’s belief that the struggling readers’ parents were unaware of
the online systems that allow parents to check their children’s results. In both cases, the teacher
appeared to make assumptions about the parents of the struggling readers. Overall, it seemed that
the teacher harboured some dissatisfaction about the contribution of the parents, as the other key
element in the children’s microsystem. This negative perception reflects the loose relationship that
the teacher and parents had, with a lack of effective communications between both parties, and
associated negative consequences for the children’s ESL learning experiences and attainment at
school. This is because teachers and parents need to work together for the children’s benefit.

Another challenge reported was the poor quality of support and lack of cooperation from the
District Education Office in respect to disseminating the teaching resources that were planned and
built together during training courses. The teacher also faced a challenge in respect to a lack of
suitable resources and time to prepare the materials needed to facilitate the struggling readers.
Insufficient training in phonics instruction was another challenge that the teacher faced while
working with the struggling readers in the classroom. This is a significant finding because Mrs.
Leena was heavily influenced by the way in which she herself was taught during her training to be
a teacher. When she had been at teacher training college, she had not been trained in how to use
the phonics system to teach reading. Moreover, the training that she had received in phonics, after
that reading approach had been introduced to the Year 1 English curriculum was inadequate. This
made her feel less confident in applying phonics in her reading lessons. The findings suggest that
the influence of the exosystems (here resources, training and educational systems or policies) have
had a significant impact on Mrs. Leena’s teaching practices which then indirectly affects the

struggling reader’s learning experiences and their reading performance in the ESL classroom.
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The teacher also highlighted the absence of personnel specialised in teaching struggling readers as
another challenge that she faced. In addition to time constraints, the absence of that personnel
contributed to the lack of programmes that could feasibly be conducted to involve parents in their
children’ ESL learning. The assessment system was also reported as challenging by the teacher as
it was so crowded as to have a negative effect on the teaching of reading to the struggling readers
in the classroom. These are again significant findings because all the challenges are related to the
systems operated and policies set by the Ministry of Education at that time. Mrs. Leena’s
dissatisfaction about the lack of teaching assistants, and the way the assessment was organised,
affected her ability to operate effectively in the classroom, with associated indirect impacts on the

students’ development and attainment in ESL reading.

Table 7 reiterates the above summary of the findings in respect to the teacher.
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Table 7: Summary of the findings in relation to the teacher

Themes Categories Explanation

1)Classroom Lack of ESL reading materials
environment

2) Involvement | Instructional methods Whole-class teaching

Use of drilling

Whole word approach over phonics
Code-switching

Writing embedded instructions

Instructional materials High frequency word list and reading
text

Reading text

Big book

Year 1 English text book and word cards
Picture cards

3) Challenges Students’ challenge Managing students’ behaviour
Socio-economic Low involvement from parents
challenge
Institutional challenge Quality of support and cooperation from

the District Education Office

Lack of training in phonics instructions
Lack of support in materials suitable
resources and time to prepare for the
materials

The absence of personnel who are
specialised in teaching struggling
readers and class size

Instructional challenge The assessment system

4.3 Findings in Relation to the Parents

Sub-research question 1.2: How do the participating parents work with their children at home?

In this section | present the findings from interviews that | had with the parents of struggling
readers. The aims of this section are to: a) provide the background of each parent; b) detail the way
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the parents got involved in the ESL learning with their child at home; and c) present the challenges

the parents faced in engaging with their children as struggling readers.

43.1 Mrs. Ela

4.3.1.1 Mrs. Ela’s Background

Ali’s mother, Mrs. Ela, is 44 years old and is originally from Acheh, Indonesia. Mrs. Ela and her
husband work as canteen workers at a college. They have four children. She migrated to Malaysia
to live when she was 26 years old and got married and settled down in the country. Her highest
educational background was attending secondary school in an Indonesian high school and she
learnt English as one of the subjects at that school. Mrs. Ela can only read and write in Malay, and

she reads a Malay newspaper regularly. She said:

| read Malay newspapers almost every day. | read them after lunch hour when there
are not many customers coming to the café. | can get the newspapers easily from my
work place. It is good to read newspapers because | can get updates about our country.
| did not read in English because | am not knowledgeable in English. I think English
is not that useful to me because my work does not need that.

It was quite easy to arrange meetings with Mrs. Ela because she is often available at the college
canteen. When 1 first met Mrs. Ela at her workplace, she was in the canteen kitchen doing the
dishes. Mrs. Ela was happy to see me and welcomed me effusively. She obtained permission from
her manager to talk to me in the canteen. My second meeting with Mrs. Ela was also conducted in

the college canteen, as requested by her.

43.1.2 Mrs. Ela’s Involvement with Ali’s Learning

Mrs. Ela talked about how she or her husband got involved in Ali’s English language reading. She
mentioned that the main activity they engaged in was facilitating Ali with his homework. She
asked Ali about his homework and sat together with him. When she recounted Ali’s daily routine

Mrs. Ela mentioned:
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Ali reaches home with us at six and we have dinner, watch television and pray together.
After that my husband or I will look at his homework if there is any before putting him
to bed.

Mrs. Ela also mentioned the importance of homework for Ali’s ESL learning. She said

We will help Ali when the homework is available. It is good for him because he can
do some readings and revision of what he did at school.

Besides homework, Mrs. Ela also reported that her husband helped by chanting alphabetical letters
with Ali before Ali went to bed. According to Mrs. Ela, although the activity is simple, they hope
Ali will obtain something from it and it is one way to show support for Ali’s ESL learning. She

narrated how the activity was done:

Ali’s father will ask Ali to chant alphabets and to count numbers in English. My
husband will first chant A, B, C and count 1, 2, 3 before asking Ali to say those letters
and numbers. If necessary, my husband will correct Ali.

Also according to Mrs. Ela, there were no ESL learning materials at her home except for school
books. Stationery were however provided to facilitate Ali’s learning and, normally, learning
activities were performed at night and at the table in Ali’s own room. Mrs. Ela did not have a
computer or any gadgets at home except for smart phones. Ali normally employed the smart

phones to watch his favourite Malay cartoons.

Mrs. Ela also believed that parents and teachers are responsible for children’s ESL learning. She
stated that, “I don’t know much English but I know my participation in Ali’s ESL learning is
necessary”. She also added, “However, | believed the teacher knows best because they have the

credentials and can teach my son a lot of English”.

In addition to that, Mrs. Ela believed that Ali would be able to read in English with practice, and
wanted her son to be able to read in English. Mrs. Ela, however, did not want to put pressure on
her child at the moment. She stated, “7 do not want to strain my son because he is only a Year 1
student. I think he needs to learn reading Englisk little by little.” She also added that it was more
important to read Malay than English at the moment. She said, “He is still small and I think reading

in Malay is more important for him now. I don’t want to pressure him with academic stuff too
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much”. Despite the limited resources and activities conducted at home, Mrs. Ela did perceive that
the ability to read in English is important for Ali. She therefore encouraged Ali to learn to read in
English since it would be useful for him when looking for a job in the future. Mrs. Ela also told
the researcher that she never took Ali to the public library because she had not been aware of its

existence.

4.3.1.3 Challenges Facing Mrs. Ela

One of the challenges faced by Mrs. Ela in helping her child was the limited time they had available
to spend together. She realised that her child needed more attention from her, but she and her
husband were unable to provide the necessary focus on him. Mrs. Ela also stated that Ali did not
frequently engage in ESL activity. She also told the researcher that she had to work for long hours
and it was tiring day every day:
Our time together is so restricted. We pity our child but that is something that we
cannot help. We start to get ready for work at 5 o’clock in the morning and finish very

late. It is a tiring and long day and when we are home we are just looking forward to
sinking into our bed.

Mrs. Ela continued talking about her busy working daily schedule. She narrated:

My husband and | woke up as early as 5 in the morning, my husband dropped me off
at the canteen and he went back home to prepare Ali to school before joining me in the
canteen. We went home at about 5 p.m.

Mrs. Ela was also not sure about materials that could assist her child. She said, “I am not very sure
but I think books which have pictures and words might be helpful. One picture and one word so
my child can imagine the meaning of the words ”. Mrs. Ela also stated that both she and her husband
were limited in their understanding of English and that this hindered them from getting involved
more in Ali’s English language reading. She also admitted that they did not really know what kind
of help could be offered to Ali. She also added that she did not know where they can ask for
opinions. Mrs. Ela also told the researcher that the reading task was carried out mainly by her
husband who had a little knowledge in English. She said, “/ am not good in English. Usually my

husband will take in charge. He knows English a little more than me”.
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Mrs. Ela mentioned that she was aware of Ali’s position in the low performing students’ class from

the class teacher who also taught Malay language subject. She told the researcher:

| was informed by the class teacher. Many of his friends are also learning how to read
in the classroom. However, I don’t know about his English language reading ability. I
have never met his English teacher.

She also added that she did not know about how her son was being assessed. Apart from that, Mrs.
Ela also stated that as far as she knew, there was no ESL learning programme at school as she
never received any invitations related to her child’s ESL learning at school. Mrs. Ela also
mentioned that she felt that the amount of homework was too small as he largely depended on the
homework for home English learning activities. She was also unsure about how to raise this with

the English teacher.

Another challenge reported to the researcher was her inability to manage Ali’s behaviour. She

stated:

Ali is very certain with his demands. If | reject his requests he will cry his eyes out.
For example, if he wants to play with the key and I refuse to give him, he will start to
cry, he is very sensitive and sulks easily. Thus I don’t want to push him too much in

his studies, including helping him with learning English.

4.3.2 Mrs. Amina

4.3.2.1 Mrs. Amina’s Background

Fairul’s mother, Mrs. Amina, is 41 years old. Mrs. Amina and her husband work as factory
workers. They are blessed with five children. Mrs. Amina discontinued school after she finished
form 5 at a secondary school. She can read and write well in Malay. Mrs. Amina admitted that she
did not read English; although she learnt it at school she did not find the language applicable to
her daily life and had very little knowledge of English as a result. Mrs. Amina did read Malay

newspapers at times, however.

183



Mrs. Amina does shift work on weekdays and it was quite challenging to meet her for the
interviews due to the nature of her work. She requested to have the first meeting at Fairul’s school.
The second meeting was held at her house. She looked tired when we met as she had just finished
a night shift. Nonetheless, she cooperated well throughout the meetings.

4.3.22 Mrs. Amina’s Involvement with Fairul’s Learning

According to Mrs. Amina, she did not do any reading activity at home except for asking about
homework and helping with homework to the best of her ability. She told the researcher, “I will
sit with him and help him to read his homework at night, especially when he asked me to help.”
She felt that homework is important because she can get engaged with Fairul’s learning at school
and it is one way to occupy Fairul’s time. Mrs. Amina also saw Fairul scribbling letters and

numbers on a piece of paper and reading it. In the interview she said:

Sometimes | found my son occupied with alphabet writing or numbers after he comes
home from school. He writes the letters down and he reads them with a voice that |
can hardly hear and then he comes to me to read it out.

Learning activities are usually carried out at night, at a table near the living room. Mrs. Amina also
reported that no ESL learning materials were present in her house except for school books. She
was able to provide Fairul with stationery, however, which he used for learning at home or school.
According to Mrs. Amina, she does not have any computers or gadgets at home except for smart
phones. She told the researcher that her son likes to watch Malay cartoons and play games on the
smart phone.

Mrs. Amina believed that parents and teachers have a role in a child’s ESL learning. She
mentioned, “Although it is not an easy task for me to participate in my child’s ESL learning I still
believe that I need to take part in my child’s learning”. She further stated, “I believe in the teacher

because normally teacher knows best and knows what is needed for my son”.

Mrs. Amina did provide encouragement to Fairul to learn to read in English at school and talked
to Fairul about the importance of the language in this era. However, she felt that reading in the

Malay language needed to be prioritised: “He cannot read in English. But reading in Malay for
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me is more important for him now because the language is more useful in his life at this time.”
Despite this, Mrs. Amina still perceived that it is vital for Fairul to be able to read in English,
mentioning that: “English is important because the language has been used everywhere and many
people use the language for many purposes. It is good if he can read in English”. Mrs. Amina also
believed that Fairul could read with English with practice. She also worried about her child’s
reading problems and was deciding whether to send Fairul to private classes. She said, “I am
thinking whether to send Fairul to extra classes or not. It might be good for him and help him in
ESL learning.” Mrs. Amina was unsure where the library was located and did not realise the use
or importance of the library. She mentioned, “I don 't know where the public library is and it never

crossed my mind that the library would be a good place for my son to learn to read in English. ”

4.3.2.3 Challenges Facing Mrs. Amina

The main challenge stated by Mrs. Amina was that of time constraints. She also stated that she had

to work for long hours and based on shift system. She said:

Time spent with my son is scarce because of the long working hours. | also work on
shift. It is just difficult. I need to work, and I don’t think I will either quit my job or
change workplace. | feel comfortable with my job now although it was tiring.

Fairul usually does his homework at night after attending Quranic class at his neighbour’s home.
Mrs. Amina, therefore, could not really monitor Fairul’s work if she happened to be doing a night
shift. Besides admitting that her English knowledge is limited, Mrs. Amina also did not know what
materials might be helpful for her to use for the English reading activities and how she can help
Fairul more in ESL reading. Additionally, due to her limited knowledge in English, she was not
able to utilise her son’s English school books that were written in English, although she added that
if the explanation was written in Malay she may be able to use it. Furthermore she also did not

know where she could ask about the kinds of help that she could offer to Fairul.

In addition, Mrs. Amina did not know about Fairul’s ESL performance in his class. She was also
unaware of how her son was being assessed at school. She also does not really know about the
lessons that are being taught by the teacher at school. Although Mrs. Amina once met Fairul’s

class teacher, she did not have any opportunity to talk to Fairul’s English teacher. She said, “/
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haven’t talked to the teacher about his progress in English. I do not know how and when the
suitable time is.” Apart from that, because she depends on homework as the only way to assist her
child, she commented about the amount of homework: “The homework is not always available.
Unlike Mathematics, he always does the homework in that subject. Maybe because her teacher
found that he is not progressing well in English he is not given any homework”. She also mentioned
that she did not know how to convey her thoughts to the ESL teacher as she has not got the
opportunities to meet the teacher. In addition to that, Mrs. Amina told the researcher that she never

receive any invitations from the school for programmes that relate to Fairul’s ESL learning.

Another problem that Mrs. Amina faced was in dealing with her child’s temperament. She felt that

Fairul paid little respect to her. She confided to the researcher:

It is quite challenging to guide him through because I think he listens to other’s advice
or instructions more than mine. Even If | scold him he would not give heed to me.
That’s what I find challenging about nurturing him and encouraging him to learn

English.

4.3.3 Mrs. Nina

4.3.3.1 Mrs. Nina’s Background

Mrs. Nina, who is Imran’s mother, is 49 years old and has four children. Mrs. Nina is no longer
working and chose to become a housewife. Her husband used to have a small business but at the
time of the interviews was not able to run it due to poor health. Indeed, at the time, they were
mainly surviving on their savings. Mrs. Nina studied at a secondary school and formally stopped
school after finishing form 5. She could read and write well in Malay. She also had some exposure
to English at a place where she once worked, apart from learning the language at school. Imran’s
mother talked about her experience when she was once working with a company that required her
to use English: “I needed to learn English as it was used as a criterion to get employed. But now,
after | resigned, I do not read English anymore.” She admitted, however, that she reads English
when she does reading activities with Imran. Despite her tight schedule juggling motherhood and

taking care of her unwell husband, she was willing to make time for me and to participate in this
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study. My first meeting with Mrs. Nina was held at school as requested by her. Mrs. Nina brought

Imran a packed lunch which he had left at home.

4.3.3.2 Mrs. Nina’s Involvement with Imran’s Learning

Mrs. Nina reported a number of ways in which she sought to facilitate Imran’s ESL reading at
home. For example, she facilitated Imran with his reading through the set homework. She asked
Imran about the availability of the homework and sat beside him making sure the homework was
complete. She also answered questions that Imran posed to her related to the homework. She
believed that homework is very useful because it helped her child to revise what he did at school.
She also believed that it helped her as a mother to know what activities her child was doing with
the teacher at school. Apart from homework, Mrs. Nina also utilised pizza boxes to encourage him
to read English. Since pizza is Imran’s favourite food, Mrs. Nina took the opportunity to facilitate
Imran’s learning by using the food packaging. Imran’s mother stated, “/ use a pizza box to help
my child with reading. He loves pepperoni pizza, we can have a personal pizza with only RM5
from a nearby Pizza Hut restaurant”. Mrs. Nina mentioned that she usually asked Imran to spell
out the word ‘pizza’ on the box and the food related to the Pizza Hut such as beef, pepperoni, soup,
bread and others as a reinforcement to increase his interest in learning. She also mentioned that it
is good to make use of everything that can be found from the immediate surroundings to help her
child.

Mrs. Nina also employed a new school book titled ‘Supermind’ which was loaned by the school.

The book will only be used next year when Imran is in Year 2, however. Mrs. Nina stated:

| can see that he loves the Supermind book because it has beautiful illustrations. He
loves the pizza part the most. Imran brought the Supermind book which was given by
his teacher to me while | was sewing. He showed me the pizza in the book and told me
that he loves pizza and asked me about the price of the pizza.

Imran showed a deep interest in the picture and kept talking about the same topic. Imran’s mother
further stated, “I/mran seems not to get bored with the pizza, repeatedly talking about that
particular pizza picture with me”. Imran’s mother was asked about the reason for his son’s

profound interest in the book. She replied that her child loves to eat pizza very much. She also
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mentioned that they would also talk about other pictures that he found interesting. Mrs. Nina would

help Imran to read the words and talk about the pictures that they found in the book.

Mrs. Nina also considers previous English exam papers to be useful learning resources and keeps
them for future use. She said, “I keep test papers that Imran sat earlier this year. | think it is a
good guide to help him during revision and it might come in handy”. Mrs. Nina described how she
made use of previous exam papers as a resource for reading practice. She told the researcher, “/
give Imran the exam paper and let him read by himself. He will try to read short and simple words.
If he encounters difficult or long words, he will usually skip the words”. Mrs. Nina would also try
to guide Imran to read the words correctly and explain the meaning of words. Imran also repeatedly
asked Mrs. Nina about the pronunciation of certain words that he found in the paper, as Mrs. Nina

reported, “Imran asks me how to pronounce certain words such as ‘we’ and I asked him back”.

In another account, Mrs. Nina said she did spelling and pronunciation practice with Imran. She
also explained the meaning of words that Imran asked about. She said, “I asked Imran to spell
simple words such as ‘hear’ or ‘crocodile’. If he pronounced it wrongly, I would correct him”.
Sometimes she used school books or any books available at home and sometimes she just used
what she could remember at that time. She also told the researcher that Imran sometimes asked her
to translate English words that he found in the book into Malay. For example, “What is the Malay
word for ‘the’? ‘What is the Malay word for ‘a’ or ‘we’?” Mrs. Nina would then redirect the

questions to Imran and further asked the son to spell out the words.

There are a few ESL learning materials at her home apart from school books, such as storybooks
and comics, mostly belonging to her older sons. Mrs. Nina also kept Imran’s exam papers properly
and provides stationery for Imran’s learning at home or school. Reading activity was done at night
and whenever deemed fit for both mother and son. The activity was carried out at the table near
the living room. There were no computers and gadgets at Mrs. Nina’s home except for smart
phones. The smart phone was largely used by Imran to play games. Mrs. Nina expressed her worry
about the use of smart phones by Imran. She said, “My husband and I are worried about Imran as
he has developed a liking for online games. He learnt it from his cousin not long ago when they

met at their grandparents’ house”. She further told the researcher how she deals with that situation,
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“l have to make up stories such as that the phone that he uses to play the games with is

malfunctioning”.

Mrs. Nina also believed that, besides teachers, parents need to play their part in helping facilitate

their children’s ESL learning. She said:

My involvement in Imran’s ESL learning cannot be denied in spite of my weakness. I
believe teachers have their role, and they know better than me what is necessary to be
done to my son, yet | need to have my role.

Mrs. Nina believed that reading in English is important because the subject is needed at school.
Additionally, because English is an international language it is important to learn it. Mrs. Nina
stated that although she knew that Imran was yet to read in English, she believed that he could
acquire the ability with time and practice. She therefore encouraged Imran to read in English by
talking to him about the importance of English and engaging in what he is doing. She said, “When
| see him holding English books I will try to come to him and read the books fogether.” Mrs. Nina
could not manage to take Imran to the public library due to her life circumstances. She commented,
“It is just difficult to take Imran to the public library because I don’t have much time for that.

What more with the condition of my husband? He is unwell and needs a lot of help .

4.3.3.3 Challenges Facing Mrs. Nina

Mrs. Nina reported that one of the challenges preventing her from assisting Imran more at home
was time constraints. She elaborated that since her husband was unwell she had more

responsibilities and had a hectic life every day. She said:

I would have the reading activities with Imran only when the time permits and,
certainly, it is not frequent. | need to look after my husband, do the household chores
and run some errands. That’s the reality even though | stay at home and am not working
outside. | have a busy life every day.

She further mentioned that her involvement with Imran’s ESL learning is infrequent. In general,
she thought that she needed to devote more attention to Imran to help him but felt that it was
challenging for her to do so. Mrs. Nina also felt that her English ability was limited. Although she
had some exposure to English and put some effort in helping her son, she still believed that her
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knowledge is not sufficient. She said, “7 am not very good in English, [ want my son to be better

in English than me”.

From the interview, it was found out that Mrs. Nina is not very informed regarding the assessment
system taken place at school. She had made an effort to talk with the class teacher when she met
the teacher at a school social event. Her son’s reading performance was not discussed in the
session, however, since the main reason for the meeting was not related to academic matters. She
said:
I talked to my son’s class teacher when | collected the government fund from the
school. It was a quick meeting. She said my son is okay except for the loud noise he

sometimes makes in the classroom. So | took her words, okay means okay. | never
know about his performance in English. I never met the English teacher too.

She stated that she does not know what is the best way to meet Imran’s English teacher. Besides
that, Mrs. Nina realised that there were school English books that Imran had not covered, even
though the school term was about to come to an end. She was unsure what the reasons were and
wished to talk to the teacher about the issue as she felt it was a waste if the books were left unused.
She also felt that homework was not given frequently: “I read with him when he does homework.
But it is very seldom that he received homework, unlike Mathematics.” Apart from that she also
stated that she never received any invitations from the school to attend programs related to Imran’s
ESL learning. She further added, therefore, that she also does not really know about what Imran

was learning at school.

Another challenge that she faced was dealing with her Imran’s temperament. She confided to the

interviewer:

Sometimes my son defeats me as a mum. His will | mean, is stronger than mine. When
he disagrees with whatever | say for example | ask him to read with me, he cries and
pouts and his action forces me to follow his wishes. He gives many reasons to escape
from doing things that he dislikes with teary eyes and this behaviour melts me. So it is
so challenging, including when it comes to learn English.
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434 Mrs. Sofia

4.3.4.1 Mrs. Sofia’s Background

Qila’s mother, Mrs. Sofia, is 34 years old. She is a widow, with her husband having passed away
two years previously. She looks after five children by herself. She works from home as a tailor and
sometimes by selling stuff supplied by her friends. Her highest educational attainment was form
five at secondary school and she has not learnt English since then. She stated that she can only
read and write Malay well. As she reported, Mrs. Sofia has not got time to read for leisure or
information because she has got her hands full with other commitments. My first meeting with
Mrs. Sofia was held at the mosque, which also holds religious classes for children. Mrs. Sofia
agreed to meet me at the mosque after dropping Qila off at the same place. She brought her two
other children who were not yet in school. The second meeting was carried out at Mrs. Sofia’s
house. When | was invited to come to her house, Qila was seen happily playing with her siblings
and other cousins whose house was adjacent to theirs. Since Mrs. Sofia’s husband passed away,
the family lived in a house that was paid for every month by Mrs. Sofia’s brother-in-law. During
my visit, it was noticeable that Mrs. Sofia was engaged with her children, who kept coming into
the house to confide something that had happened while the children were playing outside together.
Mrs. Sofia told me that she did not have television in her home. Instead, her children went to their

cousins’ house close by if they wanted to watch television together.

4.3.4.2 Mrs. Sofia’s Involvement with Qila’s Learning

Mrs. Sofia reported that the only way to facilitate Qila’s English language reading was through
asking and reminding her about her homework. She also had to ask Qila’s brother for help with
this activity since she was not confident in her own ability, thus delegating the task to Qila’s brother
whom she deemed to be a reliable person since he had been learning English at school and in extra
classes outside school. Qila’s brother would usually assist Qila to read words that she found
difficult. Mrs. Sofia believed that homework is vital for her child, and an important way to help
Qila with her English reading ability.
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With the exception of school books, ESL reading material did not exist at her home. Stationery
were however provided to Qila as learning resources. Learning activity was usually conducted at
night and at the table in the living room when homework was provided by the teacher. Mrs. Sofia
did not have a computer at home and only smart phones were available in her house. She had a
negative perception of technology and the use of gadgets, however. She said, “I try to protect my
children from being exposed with the technology since they are very young. No games and no hand

phones for now. Even television shows are not all good.”

Mrs. Sofia believed that as a parent she has a role in supporting Sofia’ ESL learning. She stated,
“As a parent it is my duty to help her in her ESL learning. | know | have many limitations but I do
what I can”. Additionally, she also perceived that the teacher is the significant person to help her
child. She said, “I am dependent a lot on the teacher at school because she knows everything. I

hoped that the teacher can provide more focus on Qila in the classroom”.

Mrs. Sofia put a high regard on the importance of reading in English. She stated, “Reading in
English is important. The language is not only required in Malaysia but also in the world; it is
also useful for working purposes”. She believed that Qila will acquire the ability to read with time
and practice and she made efforts to encourage her daughter to learn to read in English despite

Qila’s current reported performance. She said:

| try to motivate her to read in English because | know | am not good in it. As a mother
I need to make her confident with her learning, I know she is slow, but I need to support
her consistently and never say she can’t do it.

Mrs. Sofia also seemed concerned about her child. She was thinking of sending Qila to private
lessons to improve her learning. Mrs. Sofia was also not aware of the existence of the public library

and in any case might not be able to take all her children there together. She said:

| have never been to the library and have never taken my children there. I don’t know
about the services they offer. And I think it is just challenging to take all my children
together because I don’t know how to drive a car.

192



4.3.4.3 Challenges Facing Mrs. Sofia

Mrs. Sofia identified the main challenge that prevented her from helping her child with ESL
learning as being her status as a widow with five small children. This meant that she needed to
manage her time and juggle parenthood and working. She stated:

| am very busy and have to do so many things every day. As a single parent | need to
take care of all my children’s education and health conditions as well as needing to
earn a living. Life is difficult, and | need to face problems in life all by myself.

Qila’s mother had a busy life every day. She sent her children to school by motorcycle early in the
morning. Then she needed to go to her friend’s house to fetch the clothes that needed to be sewn
or to get some stuff to be sold, such as beauty and health products. She continued with household
chores when she got home before picking up her children from school and sending them back to
religious school in the afternoon. She also mentioned that she realised that Qila needed more
attention from her as a mother to support her in her learning, but she was not able to provide this
due to her hectic life and time constraints. She said, “I did not spend much time for Qila’s
education, let alone her ESL learning”. Mrs. Sofia also did not know the materials that were
suitable for her child or who to ask about that, and admitted that she has little knowledge of English

and did not have the confidence to help her child.

Mrs. Sofia was not familiar with either the education or assessment system. She stated, ““l honestly
do not know a lot about what is happening in the education system at school, including the
assessment”. Mrs. Sofia admitted that she did not have the opportunity to talk to Qila’s English
teacher at school, but she received negative feedback from her class teacher regarding Qila’s
performance in school overall. Mrs. Sofia said, “I talked to Qila’s class teacher once, but I never
talked to her English teacher so did not know about her progress in ESL learning”. Mrs. Sofia
also noticed that the English homework was not often available and this was a problem since Mrs.
Sofia depended on homework as she did not have any ideas on how to facilitate her daughter’s
learning in other ways. Mrs. Sofia stated that she did not know the best way to meet the English
teacher to discuss about her daughter’s learning progress. Mrs. Sofia also mentioned that she was

never invited to come to school for activities or programmes related to her Qila’s ESL learning.

193



She also understood that her child seemed reluctant to receive her help and seemed to undermine
her ability in English. Mrs. Sofia talked about her experience in helping Qila in her study “7 want
to appear significant to her. The issue is when [ listen to her reading let’s say simple words in her

homework, she was the one who taught me. She left me exasperated.”

435 Mrs. Su

4.3.5.1 Mrs. Su’s Background

Tairah’s mother, Mrs. Su, is 38 years old and works as a food vendor. Her husband works as a
factory worker and they are blessed with three children. Mrs. Su studied until form five at a
secondary school in the Eastern part of Malaysia. She could read and write well in Malay, and a
little in English. Mrs. Su sometimes read Malay magazines, for example to learn about recipes.
She also read Malay newspapers to know what was happening in the country. She further stated
that she does not read English materials except for what she reads with Tairah. Mrs. Su requested
that my first meeting with her should be at Tairah’s school. For the subsequent meeting, Mrs. Su
invited me to meet her at the night market where she had some food to sell at her usual pitch. Her
husband and her daughter were seen helping at the site. As a food vendor she came across as
sociable while dealing with her customers. She sold several types of food with a combination of
Malaysian traditional food, Italian food and desserts. The next interview was held at Tairah’s

school as requested by her mother.

4.3.5.2 Mrs. Su’s Involvement with Tairah’s Learning

Mrs. Su described a few examples of how she engaged with Tairah’s English language learning.
Mrs. Su admitted that she depended a lot on the homework provided by the teacher, and that she
would ask Tairah about her homework on a daily basis. She would sit next to Tairah and ensured
that homework is completed. Mrs. Su stated, “For me homework is necessary. It is one way to
monitor her learning and to help her to learn to read in English.” Another activity conducted by
Mrs. Su with her child was reading the words in the picture dictionary. The dictionary was bought

when Tairah was in the kindergarten. The objects in the dictionary were described in three
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languages, Malay, English and Arabic, and included colourful pictures. Mrs. Su stated that Tairah
sometimes just enjoys looking at the pictures in the book and does that unaccompanied. She further
mentioned, “I use a picture dictionary to introduce Tairah to English words: how to say this and
that in English. 1 will also talk about the pictures. She will read with me.” She stated that she
hoped that Tairah could acquire some English words and understand the meaning of the words

based on the pictures.

Singing is another activity held at home. Mrs. Su claimed that her daughter was fond of songs,
whether in the Malay or English language. She was exposed to the songs by her sister. According
to Mrs. Su, even though Tairah can hardly read, her sister sometimes helped her to read some of
the lyrics that were displayed on the laptop. Sometimes her sister talked about the lyrics to Tairah
too. As the songs were repeatedly played, Tairah could easily memorise the lyrics and she loved
to hum the songs at home. One of the songs that she loves was ‘Let-it-go’, a well-known song

from the famous Disney film, Frozen.

According to Mrs. Su, a few ESL learning materials were present at home besides the school
books. These included a picture dictionary and English songs. Mrs. Su also provided Tairah with
stationery to be used at home and school. Mrs. Su stated that learning activity was normally
conducted at night and when homework was provided by the teacher at the table in the living room.
Apart from smart phones, Mrs. Su has a laptop kept by her elder daughter which is sometimes used
to play the songs Tairah enjoys. She thinks that Tairah can learn ESL reading by using songs or
cartoons played on the laptop instead of from books, since she seemed more interested in these

materials. Sometimes Tairah used the smart phone to watch Malay cartoons.

Mrs. Su believed that the teacher knows the best way to help her child but at the same time she

thought that parents need to play a role in facilitating their child’s ESL learning. She stated:

| hope the teacher would assist Tairah at school and offer her more help as the teacher
knows what is best for Tairah. But I think it is also the parents’ duty is to guide their
children. I am not good at English but I know I need to help her.

Mrs. Su also perceived that her daughter was too young to be able to read in English and was still
finding her feet with the new environment of the primary school. Mrs. Su said, “I think it is vital
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for me to focus on Malay language reading above English for the time being.” Despite her views
on the issue, she still gave encouragement for her child to read in English as she believed that
English is an important language internationally and that in any case it is essential for her child to
understand what is being taught by the teacher at school. She seemed worried about her daughter’s
ESL reading attainment and was thinking of sending her for private lessons. She also believed that,
with time and practice, Tairah could read in English. Mrs. Su did not take Tairah to the library,
again mainly because of time constraints. She preferred to take Tairah to visit their relatives or to
go sightseeing, such as to the beaches.

4.3.5.3 Challenges Facing Mrs. Su

Time constraints were the main challenge mentioned by Mrs. Su in her effort to facilitate Tairah
in her English language reading. She talked about how her busy routine had taken its toll on her
wellbeing, thus affecting the time she could spend with her daughter. She needed to work almost
every day at the night market and, during the day, when she did not work, she still needed to
prepare the materials for the next day’s night market. She had to buy the raw materials from the
shops, to manage the household chores and pick up her children from school. She also worked
over the weekend since the night market operated both at weekdays and weekends, depending on
the place. Mrs. Su mentioned, “Honestly I rarely spend my time with her in ESL learning. I was
busy with my work” Mrs. Su realised that she needed to give more attention to Tairah but she just
could not afford to provide this due to the demands of her daily life. Additionally, Mrs. Su admitted
she was unable to help Tairah a lot because she had little knowledge and confidence of English.
She said, “I am not very confident to teach her. I don’t know a lot about English.” Additionally,
although Mrs. Su felt that Tairah can learn from songs or cartoons she was quite unsure about

child-appropriate songs or cartoons to employ with Tairah.

Mrs. Su also reported that she did not really understand the assessment systems in general. She
told the researcher that she did not have opportunity to discuss her child’s English reading ability

and had only met the class teacher and not the English teacher:

I talked to Tairah’s class teacher briefly in an event. She said Tairah loves to talk and
to tell everything that happened at home or in her daily lives. Her teacher also said that
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she needs to improve in her education in general. Yet I don’t know about her
performance in English language reading.

Further, Mrs. Su found that English homework was not often given by the teacher: “I found that
not much homework in English was given to her, very seldom, I think.” She was unable to talk
about this matter to the teacher since she has not got any opportunities and did not know the
procedure to meet the teacher. Besides that, Mrs. Su stated that she never got any invitation to

ESL-learning related programmes for her child.

Dealing with her child’s behaviour was another challenge reported by Mrs. Su, especially when

she wanted to facilitate her child’s learning. She stated:

It is difficult to discipline Tairah and make her focus while doing her work. Usually
she will say that she is tired, her hands are aching, she cannot write anymore, and she
needs to discontinue the activity that she has been engaged in.

Mrs. Su also commented that it was not easy to gain Tairah’s trust as sometimes she perceived her
parents as not being able to help her in learning. She said, “It is sometimes challenging. She just
refused to listen to us sometimes. She does not believe what we said, and attempted to teach us

instead.”

4.3.6 Mrs. Mina and Ira

4.3.6.1 Mrs. Mina and Ira’s Background

Roni’s mother, Mrs. Mina, is 40 years old. She works as a food vendor with her husband. They
were blessed with five children. Mrs. Mina’s highest educational attainment was form five of
secondary school. She was able to read and write well in Malay but admitted she had little
knowledge of English. Mrs. Mina read Malay newspapers during the weekend and she did not read

any English materials. She felt that the language was not applicable to her daily life.

The meetings were held at her house, as suggested by her because she was unable to drive. In the
first meeting, Mrs. Mina welcomed me happily and showed me where she set up a stall to sell food

for people who wanted to buy breakfast and finger food from her. In the second meeting Mrs. Mina
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suggested that | talk to her daughter, Ira, who lived together with the rest of the family in the house,
and who was directly involved with Roni’s study. Ira is 30 years old and had graduated from one
of the local universities in Malaysia. Ira is able to read and write well in Malay, and moderately
well in English, even though she did not read any English material except what she found on social
media. Ira works as a teacher at a private kindergarten. The next section examines both Mrs.

Mina’s and Ira’s accounts of their involvement and challenges with Roni’s ESL learning.

4.3.6.2 Mrs. Mina and Ira’s Involvement with Roni’s Learning

A few activities were carried out to facilitate Roni’s ESL learning. Asking about and helping in
homework is one of the activities that is conducted at home. Ira mentioned that she would sit
together with Roni to guide her and make sure the homework is complete. She felt that homework

is necessary to assist Roni to read and do revision on what he learned at school.

Reading story books is another activity carried out at home The ‘Peter and Jane’ book series, a
type of storybook was also utilised by Ira as one of the English reading activities. According to
Ira, the story books were borrowed from her workplace to help Roni with his reading. Ira’s own
familiarity with the books encouraged her to use them with Roni at home. Ira stated that the story
books have sentences that describe the pictures and some of the words are repeated a few times
throughout the story. Ira would read the story to Roni. Besides that, she also read the sentences
and Roni would repeat after her. In addition to the book, Ira also employed another type of story
book called ‘Read Easy Phonics Early Reading Series Beginner’s Level’. According to Ira, the
book series was chosen because it has pictures that illustrate the words and sentences in the book.
The sentences are also short and the words are easy. Similar to the ‘Peter and Jane’ story books,

these phonics books were obtained from Roni’s workplace. She stated:

| borrowed the book from my workplace too. | used the books because | was taught
how to use them with kindergarten children at my workplace. The book applies the
phonics approach. So at time | used the approach to teach him about spelling.

Ira also reported that she would read during the reading session and that Roni sometimes read after
Ira, and listened to Ira reading the story.
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Another way for Ira to get involved with Roni’s English language learning was through reading a
picture dictionary. According to Ira, Roni really enjoyed looking at the pictures in any books. She
therefore utilised a picture dictionary to help Roni read in English. Ira would read the names of the
objects in the dictionary that are coupled with pictures. Sometimes, Ira would just let Roni engage
with the book by himself. “Even without reading them, | hope the activity will boost his interest
in learning English”, Ira said. She further stated, “I hope that he learnt some new vocabularies

from the activity”.

Ira also employed cartoon shows such as Upin Ipin, which was first broadcast in Malay, but which
now has an English version adapted from the Malay episodes which is accessible on YouTube.
Roni’s sister said, “I used Upin Ipin because it has an English subtitles and Rino loves watching
the cartoon so much since he was very young. | think that is because of the characters are about
his age”. Ira made use of the English subtitles to introduce Roni to some English words. She
selected a few simple words and translated them into Malay. At times she retold the story to Roni

to ensure that he could understand the story.

A few ESL learning materials, apart from schoolbooks, were present in the house, such as
storybooks, a picture dictionary and English cartoons. Mrs. Mina also provide stationery for Roni’s
learning. The activities were usually carried out at night, at the table in the living room. Mrs. Mina
and Roni have smart phones and a laptop at home. The laptop is used by Mrs. Mina to show Roni

cartoons for ESL learning activities. Sometimes Roni used the smart phone to play the games.

Mrs. Mina, Roni’s mother, believed that parents should also be responsible to facilitate their
children’s learning. She stated, “Certainly parent needs to be responsible their children’s
education. | know my limitations in the ESL but I still need to do something for Roni that is why, |
asked his sister to help”. She also added that the teacher normally knows what is best for her child.
She said, “I believed that the teacher knows a lot about my son and she knows the best way to help

my son”.

Mrs. Mina also perceived that reading in English is important and that the skill is required for

different kinds of job. She stated, “We can explore numerous fields of work if we know English”.
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She also mentioned that English is instrumental for communication purposes. She gave an example
that her sister had to speak in English to her neighbour who was of Arab origin since this was the
best way for them to understand one another. Realising the importance of the language, Mrs. Mina
encouraged her son to learn to read in English by speaking with him about how reading in English
is necessary for him to achieve his ambition to be a pilot. Mrs. Mina believed that Roni would read
in English with time and practice since he had only just started primary school. Besides that, Mrs.

Mina never took Roni to a public library as they did not have the time to do that.

4.3.6.3 Challenges Facing Mrs. Mina and Ira

Both Mrs. Mina and Ira stated that the main challenge they faced in terms of helping Roni was
time constraints. Since they worked for long hours every day they had to find a suitable time for
Roni, which was usually at night. They still felt, however, that the time spent on Roni was

inadequate because they felt tired after working. As for Ira, she stated:

Not much time is spent for Roni’s ESL learning sometimes due to work demands.
Sometimes | work from home at night to prepare for the next day. I also felt that | need
to help Roni in learning other subjects too.

As for Mrs. Nina, another main challenge was her constraints in understanding English, which she
felt hindered her from participating more in her child’s ESL learning. She told the researcher, “/
had little knowledge in English. I am dependent on my daughter, Ira to help Roni”. Both Mrs.
Mina and Ira also stated that they are not confident with their knowledge. Ira mentioned, “I am
still not confident with everything that | taught Roni. | believe in the teacher because I think the
teacher must know best how to help Roni.” Mrs. Nina also added, “I hope the teacher can give

more focus to Roni too”.

Both Mrs. Mina and Ira did not really understand the assessment system in general. They were not
really sure about what and how Roni learned at school. They also never talked to Roni’s English
teacher. Mrs. Mina had received negative remarks about Roni from the class teacher who also
taught Malay language subject. She said “When I talked to his class teacher, his teacher said that
he progresses slowly in his learning. But I don’t know how he has been doing in English

specifically.” In addition to that, Ira commented on the amount of homework received from the
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English teacher and felt that it was insufficient. She also mentioned that she hoped that the teacher
can use English more than native language in the classroom but she did not know how to discuss
about all these matters with the English teacher at school. Mrs. Mina also reported that she never
received any invitation from the school in relation to ESL learning programmes for Roni.

Mrs. Mina raised another concern that she experienced in helping her son with his learning. She
felt that Roni underestimated her ability in English. Although she admitted that she had little
knowledge in English to offer to Roni, she was still interested to help him. She said:

Roni loves to do his work alone. When I voluntarily approached him with the intention
to help, he refused. | believe he is not confident with me and he is worried that I might

guide him incorrectly.

4.3.7 Summary of the Findings Related to the Parents

Participating parents worked with their children at home in a number of ways. All the parents saw
homework as one main ESL reading-related activities at home and asked their children about the
availability of homework. They perceived homework to be one way to help their children do
revision and for the parents to know what their children learned at school. A few of the parents
also asked their older children to help, and most of the parents sat with the child to accompany
them doing the homework, normally at night. Besides that, a few parents utilised chanting
alphabets and numbers as ESL learning activities with their children. In these activities the parents
either chanted alphabets to their children or listened to their children doing so. One parent
employed a spelling activity by using pizza boxes as a resource to encourage her child to learn to
read in English. This parent also read and talked about pictures in the Supermind book, used past
exam papers for reading and pronunciation activities, provided spelling and pronunciation
activities, and explained about English words, with or without books. In addition to that, picture
dictionaries were also employed by a few parents, reading the words and talking about the pictures.
Moreover, there was also a parent who utilised songs to encourage her child to learn to read in
English by using the subtitles and explaining what the songs were about. Story books like phonics
books and “Peter and Jane” books were the resources used by another parent to facilitate her child’s

learning to read in English. During the storybook reading activities, the parent read the story to the
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child and the child would read after her. The parent also used phonics to highlight particular words
to the child. Additionally, watching cartoons was another method used by the parent as an activity.
While showing the cartoon to the child, the parent used the subtitles to focus on particular words
and explain the meaning of the words.

In addition, all participating parents provided a study table and stationery for their child to learn.
The parents were also normally involved with their children’s ESL learning at night. Some parents
claimed that they had no ESL reading materials except schoolbooks, while some others owned a
few materials including schoolbooks. Most of the parents did not have a computer or laptop at
home, except for two parents, both of whom used the laptops for their children’s ESL learning.
Besides that, except for one parent who did not expose her child to such gadgets, others reported
that their child utilised smart phones either to watch cartoons or play games. These findings are
significant because parents appeared unable to provide children with a sufficient amount of English
exposure at home. The combination of a lack of English reading materials, a lack of computers
and laptops and the underutilisation of such devices for English education at home, may have

impaired the children’s ESL learning development.

The findings of this study also revealed that all the participating parents believed that parents have
a role and need to be responsible for their child’s learning; however the parents believed that it
was the teacher who knew what was best for their children. All of the parents thought that reading
in English was important for their children; however, a few parents felt that reading in Malay was
more important for their child at that moment and one parent felt that she did not want to burden
her child with academic stuff. Encouragement in the form of actions or words were also provided
by all parents to their children to read in English. Moreover, all parents believed that their children
could read better in English with time and practice. Besides that, all parents admitted that they

never took their child to the library for multiple reasons.

It was also found that all parents experienced time constraints as they had long, tiring working
days or worked on shifts. This finding is significant because although children are not directly
related to their parents’ workplace, that is the children do not spend time directly at their parents’

workplace setting, they are influenced by their parents’ lack of time to spend with them. This is a
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good illustration, therefore, of how the exosystem influences children’s learning. Besides that, a
few parents also had to manage their child by themselves since their husband was unwell or had
passed away. In other words, they had a hectic life schedule every day because they had many
responsibilities to shoulder. Other challenges reported by all participating parents included a lack
of knowledge in English. Some parents also added about their lack of knowledge and confidence
regarding the best ways to help their own child and about suitable and helpful materials.
Additionally, they did not know where to get assistance regarding these issues. One parent also
mentioned that having Malay translations of the English texts would be helpful for her to assist
her child better. These findings are significant because the parents talked about the obstacles that
they had in assisting their children in learning English, particularly in terms of their knowledge
and confidence. Children’s closest relationships are with their parents because they interact with
them every day, and it is from parents that children learn their first language and other skills.
Children in this study seemed not to be getting the support and exposure that they really needed
since the parents had limitations in knowledge and confidence to utilise English with their children

at home.

Moreover, none of the participating parents indicated that they had a chance to talk to their child’s
English teacher at school. They also never received any invitation from the school to get involved
with their children’s ESL learning. All participating parents were also poorly informed regarding
how their child was assessed at school and regarding the way in which English was taught.
Homework was perceived as insufficient by all of the parents. In addition the parents talked about
the schoolbooks that were found uncovered or unused by the teacher despite many months of the
school term having passed, and they mentioned the need for ESL teachers to use English more
than the native language in the ESL classroom. They did not know the best way to approach their
ESL teacher to talk through these matters, however. These findings are significant because it shows
that the parent—teacher relationship was not working well, with potentially negative consequences
for the children’s learning progress. In general, it is expected that teachers and parents should work
hand-in-hand to reinforce similar learning experiences at home and school, cooperate in
identifying children’s ESL learning needs, work together in sending the same messages about
children’s conduct, reflecting the importance in Bronfenbrenner’s mesosystems (Bronfenbrenner,

1979). The parents in this study, however, appeared to have very little contact and interaction with
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the ESL teacher, meaning that they were poorly informed about what was happening in the
classroom and what the teacher’s teaching practices were. Furthermore, the parents had no idea
about how to communicate with their children’s ESL teacher. In the absence of a positive
relationship between parents and teachers, children’s development will be hampered because they

lose the benefits of having both parties working together strategically.

Most of the parents also reported that they faced problems arising from their children’s
temperament, including when encouraging the child to learn English. The children seemed
reluctant to be assisted by their parents in learning English and doing homework. The children also
seemed to feel that they have more knowledge than their parents, and looked down on their parents
‘teaching’. This finding is significant because, even though parents admitted that they had
weaknesses in English language knowledge, they were still eager to help their children and found
it frustrating when their efforts were not welcomed. This finding suggests that children had
negative perceptions towards their parents, specifically in regard to their inability to provide
guidance in English learning. As a result, the children felt demotivated and disinterested to learn

as they felt that their parents were not capable of providing good assistance.

The findings in relation to participating parents are also summarised in the Table 8 below.
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Table 8: Summary of the findings in relation to the participating parents

Children | Parents Themes Categories

Explanation

1. Ali Mrs. Ela | 1-Involvement | *Home reading-

related activities

*Homework
*Chanting ABC and numbers

*Home learning
environment

*The child learned at the table

*The child learned at night

*Parents provided stationery

*No ESL learning materials except for schoolbooks

*No computers/laptops or other gadgets except for the smart phone. The
child used smart phone to watch cartoons

*Beliefs, attitudes
and awareness

*Parents are responsible for the child’s ESL learning, but teacher knows
best

*The child can read in English with practice and time

*Did not want to pressure the child

*Reading in English is important

*Reading in Malay at this time is more important than English
*Encouraged the child to learn to read in English

*Never took the child to public library

2-Challenges eParent/family

factors

*Time constraints

*Long and tiring working days
eLimitations in English knowledge
*Not sure what materials are helpful
*Do not know how to help
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*Do not know where to ask for help

*School and teacher
factors

*Never met the English teacher

*Never attended any programmes related to ESL learning at school
*Not well-informed about the assessment system

*Felt that too little homework was provided

*Never been invited to ESL learning related programmes

*Child factors

*Dealing with the child’s temperament

2. Fairul

Mrs.
Amina

1-Involvement

*Home reading-
related activities

*Homework
*Chanting ABC and numbers

*Home learning
environment

*The child learned at the table

*The child learned at night

Parents provided stationery

*No ESL learning materials except for school books

* No computers/laptops or other gadgets except for the smart phone. The
child used smart phone to watch cartoons and play games

*Beliefs, attitudes
and awareness

*Parents have a role in the child’s ESL learning, but teacher knows best
*The child can read in English with practice

*Reading in English is important

*Reading in Malay is more important than English for now
*Encouraged the child to learn to read in English

*Thinking of sending the child to private classes

*Never took the child to public library

2-Challenges

eParent/family
factors

*Time constraints
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*Shift-Work

eLimited knowledge of English, hope the book can provide some Malay
explanations

*Did not know what materials can helpful

*Did not know how can she further help her son
*Did not know where to ask for helps

*Not very confident to help.

*School and teacher
factors

*Never met the English teacher

*Never attended any programmes related to ESL learning at school
*Did not know about the assessment system

*Thought that homework is not always available

*Child factors

* Dealing with the child’s temperament

3. Imran

Mrs.
Nina

1-Involvement

*Home reading-
related activities

*Homework
*Use pizza box for spelling activities
*Reading and talking about pictures in Supermind book

*Reading words/sentences and pronunciation activities by using past exam
papers

*Spelling and pronunciation activities, explaining about English words
with or without books

*Home learning
environment

*The child learned at the table

*The child learned at night/whenever deemed fit
eParents provided stationery

*Few ESL learning materials are available
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* No computers/laptops or other gadgets except for the smart phone. The
child used smart phone to watch cartoons and play games

*Beliefs, attitudes
and awareness

*Parents need to play roles in the child’s ESL learning, but teacher knows
best

*Reading in English is important

*The child can read with time and practice
*Encouraged the child to learn to read
*Never took the child to public library

2)Challenges

eParent/family

*Time constraints

factors *Unwell husband
*Hectic life/more responsibility
*Not very good in English
*School  /teacher | *Never met the English teacher
factor

*Not well-informed about assessment system

*Never been invited to any programs related to ESL learning by school
*Felt that homework is scarce

*Felt that there are school books were left uncovered/unused by the teacher

*Child factors

* Dealing with the child’s temperament

4. Qila

Mrs.
Sofia

1-Involvement

*Home reading-
related activities

eHomework

*Home learning
environment

*The child learned at the table

*The child learned at night

eParents provided stationery

*No ESL learning materials except for school books
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* No computers/laptops or other gadgets except for the smart phone. No
use of any gadgets by the child

*Beliefs, attitudes
and awareness

*Parents have a role to support the child’s ESL learning but teacher knows
best

*The child can read in English with time and practice
*Reading in English is important

*Encouraged the child to learn to read

*Thinking of sending the child to private classes
*Never took the child to public library

2)Challenges

eParent/family
factors

* A single parent status

*Hectic life

*Time constraints

eLittle knowledge in English and confidence to help
*Did not know of suitable materials that can help
*Did not have any ideas how to help

*Did not know where to ask for help

eTeacher/  school

factors

*Never met with the English teacher

*Never attended any programs related to ESL learning at school
*Did not know about education/assessment system

*Thought that homework is not often available

2)Child factors

*Child seemed to undermine the parent’s ability

5. Tairah

Mrs. Su

1)Involvement

*Home  reading-
related activities

*Homework
*Talked about pictures/read words in a picture dictionary

*Singing activities




210

*Home learning
environment

*The child learned at a table

*The child learned at night

Parent provided stationery

A few ESL learning materials were available

* Laptop was used by the parent for Tairah’s learning. Sometimes, the child
used smart phone to watch cartoons

*Beliefs, attitudes
and awareness

*Parents need to play a role in the child’s ESL learning but teacher knows
best

*The child can read with time and practice

*Reading in English is important

*Reading in Malay is more important now for the child
*Encouraged the child to learn to read in English
*Never took the child to public library

Challenges

eParent/family

*Time constraints

factors «Hectic and tiring life
eLittle knowledge and confidence in English
*Did not know child appropriate cartoon/songs
*Teacher/school *Never met the English teacher
factors

*Never attended any programmes related to ESL learning at school
*Did not understand about assessment system
*Thought that homework is not often given

*Child’s factors

*Dealing with the child’s behaviour

*Child seemed to undermine the parent’s ability
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6. Roni

Mrs.
Mina/
Miss. Ira

1)Involvement

*Home reading-
related activities

*Homework

*Read story books - Peter and Jane/ Phonics

*Talked about pictures/read words in a picture dictionary
*Watch English cartoons

*Home learning
environment

*The child learned at the table

*The child learned at night

*Parent provided stationery

A few ESL learning materials were available

*Laptop was utilised by parent to show English cartoons and the child used
smart phone to play games

*Beliefs, attitudes
and awareness

*Parents need to be responsible with the child’s ESL learning but teacher
knows best

*The child can read in English with time
*Reading in English is important

*Encouraged the child to learn to read in English
*Never took the child to library

2)Challenges

eParent/family

*Time constraints

factors *Long working hours

*Tired after working

*Mrs. Mina (mum) had little knowledge in English

* Ira (sister) had lack of confidence. The teacher knows best
*Teacher/school *Never met the English teacher
factors

*Never attended any programs related to ESL learning at school
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*Did not understand about assessment system
*Felt that homework is insufficient
*Thought that the teacher should employ more English

*Child’s factor

*Child seemed to undermine Mrs. Mina’s (mum) ability




4.4 Findings in Relation to the Students

Sub-research question 1.3: How do the students themselves engage with their ESL reading?

In this section I describe: a) the profile of the students; b) the students’ perceptions about ESL; c)
challenges facing the students, and; d) the students’ classroom learning experiences. I present the
findings from interviews, classroom observations (including field notes) and documents that | had

with those students.

441 Ali

4411 Ali’s Profile

Ali was the youngest of his four siblings. He was seven years old and lived in a three bedroom flat
with his family of six, which includes his parents and his brothers. He spoke only Malay and loved
to watch Malay cartoons such as BoBoiBoy (A series of children’s animations produced by a
Malaysian company, focusing on a boy with superpowers and his four other friends who fight to
defend the world from the alien threats), BoBoiBoy Galaxy (a rebranding of BoBoiBoy which
highlights more adventurous narratives with the introduction of a robot called Power Sphera),
Ultraman (a Japanese cartoon show which centres on fights between Ultraman (the imaginary
superhero) and various monsters) and Upin & Ipin (a Malaysian animation series which features
the lifestyle of Upin and Ipin, Malay twin brothers who live in the village with their sister and
grandmother). He also enjoyed reading in Malay and cited the BoBoiBoy comic as his favourite
reading material. In addition, he loved doing colouring. Ali spoke rather quietly but he responded
well to my questions. He was quite a talkative person, especially with those he knows well. In the
LBI screening he scored K1 to K6 correctly. He also did not obtain passing marks in the school
English tests sat in March and May. In the school reading assessment he managed to obtain band
2 out of 6.
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4.41.2 Ali’s Perceptions on ESL

Ali believed that English is important to make him a knowledgeable person so that he can read
what the teacher taught in the classroom. He said, “English is important so that we can read many
things learned in the class and we can write the words too”. Ali also likes to learn English and his
teacher and friends were his main reason for this positive feeling. He stated, “I felt happy to learn
English in Mrs. Leena’s class. She is nice”. He also stated, “I have many friends. I can talk to
them”. He also stated that he likes to learn English because his mother told him to learn English
at school so that he can become a clever person. He said, “My mum tells me to learn English and
be a good boy in the classroom so that I can be a clever boy”. Ali however mentioned that English

is not his favourite school subject.

4.4.1.3 Challenges Facing Ali

Ali chose to draw his reading experience in the classroom because, according to him, English
reading did not happen at home except for alphabets and number chanting. He said, “/ don 't read
English book at home”. He also added, “No one reads with me and dad only teaches me ABC and
counting”. He talked to the researcher about his drawing which reflected one of the lessons that
he had in the ESL reading lessons. He said the picture portrays Mrs. Leena teaching the students

how to read while the students sitting and listening to the teacher in the classroom.
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Figure 13: Ali’s drawing

Ali claimed that he cannot read in English and perceived the activity as difficult. He stated, “/
don’t know how to read in English”. He also said, “I just don’t know English but I can do counting
and adding numbers in Malay”. Ali also mentioned that he can only read in English when he
becomes a grown up. He said, “I think I can read when I grow older like my brother” referring to

his elder brother who is studying at an upper secondary school.

Ali also stated that when reading English there are many difficult words that need to be read and
understood. He said, “Reading is difficult. It is hard to read and understand the words”. Data
collected from observation showing that the difficulties expressed by Ali emanated through his
behaviour the classroom. From my observation | noticed that Ali had a tendency to not engage in
the learning sessions and looked around in the classroom or looked blankly. I also found that Ali
was reprimanded by the teacher for not paying enough attention in the classroom. He was likely
to join in with his friend who initiated the chatter. He could not resist this and happily talked and
sometimes played along with his friends. In one of the sessions, the teacher had to change his seat

upon realising that he was completely disengaged with the lesson. During the conversation | told
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Ali | realised he was disengaged and off task and I asked him if there was a reason why. He stated.
“I don’t know, English is hard”. Besides that, when Ali attempted to read a sentence he was unable
to read it and had to read the sentence with guidance. He was only able to read the word ‘I’ in the
sentence and tripped in the rest of the sentence. He also mistakenly read ‘a’ for ‘are’. In one of the
writing activity, he was asked to complete the sentence by using his name, but he wrote the
teacher’s name instead as he could not read and understand the entre sentence. The teacher then

guided him to write the correct answer.

Apart from that, in each conversation, Ali mentioned that the lesson was quite challenging and
reading in English is difficult. He also stated that he could not really understand the English words
that he learned in the classroom. He told the researcher that he forgot what he learnt and could

only remember the Malay words such as ‘mata’ [eyes] and ‘hidung’ [nose].

4.4.1.4  Ali’s Perceptions on the Classroom Learning Experience

Ali told the researcher that he likes lessons when they involves him carrying out an activity such
as writing. He also told the researcher, “I like the lessons when I can do something like writing”.
From my observation, | noticed that Ali seemed to display some involvement in the writing
activity. He also looked interested in the activity that required him to accomplish the task sheet.
For example, he was quite focused and tried to complete the task by circling the correct answer as

instructed by the teacher although his attempts were not all correct.

Ali also commented that he likes the lessons when the teacher gives him rewards in the classroom.
He said, “I feel happy today because I got something from Mrs. Leena”. From my observation, |
found that Ali volunteered to read when an ice cream stick was promised to those who read to the
class willingly although he was not able to read the sentences correctly. He also likes the lessons
because the teacher shows pictures-in the classroom. He said, “I like the pictures. They are
beautiful ”. In one of the observations, | discovered that Ali seemed to be interested in the picture
cards and talked about them with his friend. He said in Malay, “Cantiknya gambar yang saya
dapat” [What a nice picture that I have got here”.]
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Apart from that, he does not like the lessons if they require him to read after the teacher many
times. He told the researcher, “I am tired to repeat after the teacher”. In my observation, he
seemed to be daydreaming or flipped over the textbook when the teacher was repeating the words.
He read after the teacher at times but more often he kept his mouth shut until his name was called
by the teacher. It appeared that he was not able to focus for a long time in that activity as he seemed
to be lost in his own world. He also stated that he found the lessons related to the HFW List
difficult. He told the researcher that there are a lot of words in the list. From my observation, | also
discovered that Ali seemed to be disengaged soon after the learning took place. He was also unable
to complete the task related to the list. Ali also added that he thought that he wanted to have some

play activities in the ESL reading lessons to make it more fun.

4.4.2 Fairul

4.4.2.1 Fairul’s Profile

Fairul was the fourth of five siblings. He was seven years old and lived in a small rundown flat in
a suburban area. The flat consisted of three bedrooms which he shared with his extended family,
which included his parents, his brothers and his sister, his brother in-law and his niece. He can
easily express his feelings. For example, in one of the interviews, he told me that he did not want
to talk to me because he was tired and bored. | thanked him for being honest, did not force him to
continue with the session and left him on his own. Fairul spoke only Malay and enjoyed watching
television, particularly Malay cartoons such as Upin & Ipin. Apart from watching television, he
loved to play games on his sister’s mobile phone. In the English reading screening Fairul was able
to fulfil the K1 to K8 but struggled in the other four instruments. In the school English tests, sat in
March and May, Fairul did not achieve a passing mark in either of the English papers. The school

reading assessment report showed that Fairul only managed to obtain band 2 out of 6.

4.4.2.2 Fairul Perceptions on ESL

Fairul believed that English is necessary to make him become more knowledgeable. He stated,

“English is important to make me a cleverer person”. He also mentioned, “If1 can read in English
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I can be very clever and the teacher will like me more”. Besides that, Fairul also stated that he
likes to learn English however English is not his favourite school subject. Fairul reported that the
reason for liking English was because of his teacher and friends. He told to the researcher, “I like

learning English because all my friends and the teacher are nice”.

4.4.2.3 Challenges Facing Fairul

Fairul decided to draw his experience in the classroom because, according to him, English
language reading was not done at home (see Figure 14). He stated that ““7 don’t read anything in
English at home”. He also mentioned, “My parents don’t teach English”. He further stated that
support with his learning from other parties might help him develop his English reading ability,
“If I go to the private tutoring, I will be able to read in English”. He described his drawing to the
researcher by highlighting the picture of a pencil and an eraser that he used in writing activity and

the image of him reading a book after the teacher in the classroom.

Figure 14: Fairul’s drawing
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He admitted that he was unable to read and understand many English words. He stated, “/ do not
know how to read in English, I can only read in Malay.” Fairul further stated that ESL reading can
only be done if the people are clever enough. He mentioned, “/ can read if I am clever”. He also

added, “If I clever I will get a high mark in English exams”.

Fairul also mentioned that English is difficult. He said, “English is difficult. Many difficult words
to read”. He also stated that he cannot understand English words. His difficulty in reading English
is shown through the way he engaged in the classroom. From my observation, Fairul was unable
to read the sentence correctly without help. For instance, in one sentence that he was reading aloud,
he was only able to read the word ‘I’ and could not read the rest. He also could not read the picture
card with the word ‘pin’. He also was unable to answer the teacher’s question when he was asked
what his name is. He wrote the teacher’s name instead of his name as he could not read and
understand the sentence. Apart from that, it was noticeable that although he was a little bit focused
at the beginning of a number of lessons that | observed, he displayed a series of signs of
inattentiveness and distracted behaviour in each lesson. He could not focus for a long time and was
reprimanded by the teacher to get him to focus. He also got down from his table to play. The
teacher had to take him out of the table where he was sitting when he had failed to heed the
teacher’s warning. He also threw a small piece of paper towards his friend. Fairul sometimes
disturbed his friend who sat next to him and was told off by the teacher. After one observation |
told Fairul I noticed he was playing and chattering with his friends and | asked him if there was a
reason why. He stated that, “the lesson is hard” or “I played because I don 't understand difficult

English words”.

When he was asked for his feedback on the activities that he experienced in the English reading
lessons, he again stressed that he was a poor reader. He also mentioned in each conversation that
the lesson was not easy for him. He was able to say a few of the words learnt in the lesson by using
Malay words, such as the words ‘mulut’ [mouth] and ‘gigi’ [teeth]. In another response, he also

mentioned, “7 can’t really remember the words taught”.
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4.4.2.4 Fairul’s Perception on the Classroom Learning Experience

According to Fairul, he enjoyed lessons that needed him to do something like writing. He said, “7
like to do activity such as writing”. From the observation, it was evident that Fairul seemed to
show some interest in the lesson during the activity which needed him to complete the task sheet.
For example, he asked the teacher to show the examples on how the task should be done. He said,
“Boleh saya tengok jawapan cikgu?” [“Can I see your answer?”’]. He also looked interested in
the activity of writing a sentence on the board. He wrote what the teacher instructed him to do and
went silent. He was corrected by the teacher for making mistakes in the task. He also liked the big
book which was used by the teacher in one of the lessons. “I love the book, the story in it”. From
my observation | discovered that Fairul seemed to be excited when the big book was introduced
to him. He said to his friend in Malay, “Besarnya buku tu, cantikkan?” [Such a big book, isn't it
nice?] ”. Fairul also likes rewards from the teacher. He said, “I love to get present like in today’s
lesson”’. My observation also suggested that Fairul seemed to be enthusiastic about reading when
he was motivated by rewards from the teacher. He was among the few who raised his hand to
volunteer to read when an ice cream stick was promised to those who volunteered, although he
was unable to carry out the task and was entirely dependent on help from the teacher.

Throughout the observations | discovered that Fairul was committed to reading after the teacher
for a few times. As the drilling activity went on, however, he seemed restless and was therefore
reprimanded by the teacher as the teacher tried to get everyone involved in the lesson. He also
once showed signs of boredom by laying his head down on his table during the activity. It was
discovered that he felt tired when he needs to repeat many times. He commented that he dislikes

the drilling activity. He said, “It is tiring. I don’t want to copy teacher many times”.

He also commented about the challenging task in the HFW List activity. He told the researcher,
“too many words and it is difficult”. From the observation it is found that Fairul was unable to
complete the task correctly and seemed lost when the teacher went through all the words with the

students.
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4.4.3 Imran

4.4.3.1 Imran’s Profile

Imran is the youngest of three siblings. He was seven years old. He lived with his parents in a flat
with two bedrooms in a suburban area. His other brothers were in a boarding school. He had a loud
voice, loved to talk and was approachable. He brought a packed-lunch to school every day. Imran

spoke only Malay in his daily life. His hobby was playing games. He said:

I love playing mini games like Zombie and Mini Rush. | play the game through my
mother’s smart phone. I can download the games by myself. I play the game after
school at home, usually after I have my lunch.

In the reading screening, Imran mastered the K1-K8 instruments in the LBI screening but did not
manage to master the K9 to K12 instruments. He was unable to achieve pass marks in the school
English tests sat in March and May. According to the school reading assessment report he only

managed to obtain band 2 out of 6.

4.43.2 TImran’s Perceptions on ESL

Imran perceived that English was vital to make him a knowledgeable person. He said, “English is
important because it can make us become clever”. He further stated, “7 want to be able to read in
English to become a clever person”. He also mentioned that knowing English will help him to
obtain a good result in examinations. He said, “English is important, if [ know the language I can
get a good mark in the exam and | can get a present”. He also admitted that his friends were the
main reason for him learning to read in English, “I like to learn English because I have many
friends in this class. I feel happy learning with many nice friends”. Imran also added, however,

that English is not his favourite subject.

4.43.3 Challenges Facing Imran

Imran illustrated his reading experience in the drawing below (see Figure 15). His drawing centres

on how English language reading happened in the classroom because he stated that reading
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predominantly occurred in the classroom. He also said, “I read with mum at home, but not often.
Mum is normally busy”. He said, his drawing illustrates the words that Mrs. Leena taught in the

classroom and the reading activity he has with his friends.

He further explained about the different experience he had while learning at home and school.
When he was asked how her mother helped him, he stated a few ways such as using a particular
book, by using questions and by having one-to-one sessions. He said, “At home, a bit different
compared to at school. I read Supermind book” and “my mum answers all my questions”. He also
mentioned, “I learn reading alone with my mother’s help.” From my observation | discovered that
Imran likes to talk to the teacher from his seat to draw the teacher’s attention. For example, he
asked, “Teacher Laila. Nak kena tulis nama ka?” [Do I need to write my name down?”’] He also
asked, “teacher tulis apa?” [Teacher, what should | write?]. He also said, “Teacher, sudah siap”
[Teacher, I am done] ” for a completed task. | found out that the teacher did not always respond to
him as she was attending to other students. He also commented about how he learns at school,
which echoed how he described his drawing at the beginning. He said, “In the classroom, | learn

with many friends and teacher writes on the board and we read after her”.

Figure 15: Imran’s drawing
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Imran claimed that he knew how to read a little English but can read books written in Malay. He
stated, “I can read in English but little”. He further added, “I can read the Maths and Science
book in Malay” He believed that he cannot read in English as he is still unable to obtain an A in
exams. He stated, “When you get an A in exams you can read”. He also claimed, “I need to get

an A to be a good reader, now I only get a B mark”.

Imran also mentioned that ESL reading is difficult. He further elaborated, “Many words are
difficult to read and understand”. From observation | found out that Imran showed some interest
in learning. For example, he was seen to be responsive when the teacher asked him to get ready
with the lesson. In another example, when the teacher asked what it is in the picture, he shouted
one-word answers such as “Eyes! Eyes!” or “Teeth! Teeth!” However, when he was trying to read,
Imran stumbled upon particular words in the sentences and hesitated when he encountered the
words he could not read. For example, he was unable to read the words ‘use’ and ‘my’ correctly.
In one activity Imran told the teacher, “I don’t know how to do the task”. He stated that he had
difficulty doing the exercise because he cannot read and understand all the words. Imran could
recall a few words that he learned in the classroom in both English and Malay languages such as
‘ears’, ‘eyes’, ‘teeth’. Imran admitted that he found reading lessons a little difficult and cannot
fully understand what the teacher taught him. He said, “7 can only understand a few words but not

too much’”.

4.4.3.4 Imran’s Perceptions on the Classroom Learning Experience

Imran mentioned that what he likes about the class is when the pictures are used by the teacher.
He stated, “I like to see the picture”. In one of the observations, Imran seemed to get excited when
he received the picture cards from the teacher. He said to his friend, “Look at this picture. I like it,
how about you?” Imran also looked excited when rewards such as an ice cream stick were
promised in the lessons. When he was asked, he said “I like the present from teacher”. He
volunteered to read, and read the phrases or sentences with guidance from the teacher. Imran stated
that he liked activities that need him to do things. He stated, “I like it when teacher gives me work

like writing”. From my observations, Imran appeared to get involved with lessons that required
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him to accomplish writing tasks even though not all the answers were correct. For instance, after
completing the first question in the task sheet, Imran asked the teacher to check the answer. He

said, “Betul tak jawapan saya ni cikgu?”[Is my answer correct]?”

He also talked about what he disliked in the lessons, “I don 't like a few friends because they made
noises.” During the observations | discovered that Imran seemed disturbed and reported about his
friend’s noises to the teacher for few times. Another thing that he mentioned disliking was the
drilling activity. He also admitted that he was tired to follow the teacher over and over. He stated,
“I don’t sometimes repeat everything the teacher said” he added, “It is sometimes tiring”.

Through the observations, | found that Imran only read after the teacher a few times before

stopping.

Imran also mentioned that he dislikes the HFW list activity. He commented, “There are too many
words”. From my observation, he started to appear disengaged when the teacher started to read all
words listed in the reading text. Imran could not perform the task given correctly. Imran also told
the researcher that he would like the learning more if the teacher included games that he played at
home. Imran was really attracted to the games and even asked me about my favourite games that
I often play. Apart from playing games he showed an interest in the book entitled ‘Supermind’. He
said, “I want to read the Supermind book. I did not bring it to school today. The book has pizza in
it”.

4.4.4 Qila

4441 Qila’s Profile

Qila is the fourth child of five siblings. She was seven years old. She had a quiet and rather shy
personality. Qila lived in a small three-bedroom house in a suburban area. A few of her aunties’
and uncles’ families lived near to her house. She only used Malay in her daily communications.
Qila’s hobby was playing with her siblings and she did not like watching television because she
said she did not have enough time for that activity. Qila’s academic transcript showed that she was

not able to achieve the mastery level in the LBI reading screening. She was able to answer the K1
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to K8 instruments correctly but was unable to answer K10 to K12. Qila was also not able to achieve
pass marks in the school English tests held in March and May, only managing to obtain band 2 out
of 6.

4442 Qila’s Perceptions on ESL Reading

Qila’s perceived that English is essential for a few reasons. She stated, “Yes, English is vital
because I want to get a good mark in examination”. She also regarded English as important to
achieve her ambition as a teacher. She further mentioned that English is important because the
language is used everywhere in the world. Although English has not become Qila’s favourite
school subject, she still likes learning English. The reason why she likes learning English is
because of her parent. She said, “Ay mum advised me to learn English and be a good student. She
also mentioned, “My dad has passed away so my-mum tells me I need to have a good job”. She
also felt sorry for all the responsibility that her mother had to shoulder and believed that this was

why she did not help her with her learning.

4443 Challenges Facing Qila

Qila’s sketch on her reading experience is reproduced below (See Figure 16). She decided to draw
an image about the reading that she did in the classroom. She told the researcher that she drew this
picture because English reading was not done at home except for homework. She also said, “My
mum did not read with me, I learn only at school”. Qila also talked to the researcher about her
drawing which portrays the classroom physical settings with picture cards that the teacher

presented.
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Figure 16: Qila's drawing

Qila perceived ESL reading as being for clever people. Qila talked about her perceptions of her
own ability in reading in English. She said, “I can’t read in English, it is for clever people.” She
also reiterated that she can be a good reader only if she is clever. When asked further, she

responded, “Being clever is when you get good marks in exams”.

She also felt that ESL reading is difficult, as she mentioned, “Reading in English is difficult”. She
made comments all throughout. She said, “I don’t understand, it is difficult to read and say the
words”. Qila’s difficulties in reading are shown in the classroom. She sometimes looked like she
was daydreaming and playing with her stationery. She hardly spoke but sometimes she repeated
after the teacher in a quiet voice. When she made an attempt to read she can only read the word ‘I’
correctly with a soft voice and stumbles over the rest of the words in the sentence. When | asked
her about what I saw in the classroom she said, “English is hard”. In another observation she was
unable to read the sentence assigned to her and needed the teacher’s help. She also could not
manage to complete the written task correctly. Nonetheless, Qila shows some interest to learn. For
example, she followed the teacher’s instructions to show her index finger to read after the teacher.
Qila stated that she found the lessons in the classroom a bit challenging. She said, “It is difficult,

and I can’t remember many words that the teacher teaches”. She also mentioned that she can only
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remember a few words but read them in Malay, such as ‘hidung’ [nose], ‘mata’ [eyes], ‘tikus’ [rat]

and ‘topi’[hat].

4.4.4.4 Qila’s Perceptions on the Classroom Learning Experience

Qila expressed her positive feelings towards Mrs. Leena’s classroom reading instruction which is
related to the writing activity. She mentioned, “I like learning in Mrs. Leena’s class because I can
read and write”. From classroom observation it was discovered that Qila seemed to be engaged in
the activities that involved writing activity and tried to complete the task given by the teacher. She
also stated, “I don't like the lessons if there is nothing to do”. She also volunteered to read by
putting up her hand when an ice cream stick was promised as a reward. She commented, “/ like

the gift from the teacher” referring to the reward that the teacher gave.

She also commented about what she dislikes in the classroom. She stated, “I dislike a few friends
who make noises”. She also stated that repeating after the teacher many times is a little tiring. In
the observations, | discovered that Qila did not follow the choral repetition activity entirely and
stopped after a few times of repeating. Qila also mentioned that she did not like reading aloud
because she was shy of making mistakes and people would notice her weaknesses. In addition to
that, she also disliked the HFW list activity. According to her, the list was lengthy and hard. She
said, “So many difficult words”. | discovered in my observation that Qila looked blank and stared

at the list while doing nothing. She was then unable to complete the HFW task.

445 Tairah

4451 Tairah’s Profile

Tairah is the youngest of three siblings. She was seven years old. She was a cheerful person,
talkative and expressive. She loved to share what she did at home, the events that happened out of
school and when she was small. She enjoyed learning and coming to school every day because she
wanted to become smart and achieve her ambition to be a teacher. Tairah lived in a three-bedroom

flat in a suburban area with her parents and siblings. She utilised Malay as her medium of
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communication in daily life. Tairah’s hobby was playing with her bicycle and watching television.
She talked about her hobbies, “I enjoy cycling in the afternoon. I also love watching Malay
cartoons and sometimes English cartoons such as Spiderman, Minion and Frozen.” Tairah also
enjoyed singing, talking about this interest with the researcher. She stated, “Sometimes I sing songs
with my sister. The songs are Korean and English songs”. In the LBI screening, she failed four
instruments, namely K9 to K12, and this result has positioned her as a struggling reader. Tairah
was also unable to obtain a pass mark in her school English tests in March and May. She achieved

band 2 in the school reading assessment conducted by the teacher.

4.45.2 Tairah’s Perceptions on ESL

According to Tairah, English is important for a few reasons including for use in the future and in
exams. She talked to the researcher about her thoughts, “English is necessary because if you want
to become somebody in the future such as a teacher, doctor, fireman or police”. She further stated,
“If we can’t read in English things become more difficult when we become grown-ups”. Tairah
also mentioned, “During the exam we are required to read independently, and if we can’t read we
can’t answer well”. She also liked to learn English because her mother told her to study. She said,
“My mother asked me to go to school every day and learn every day”. Tairah also stated that she
likes to learn because of her teacher. She said, “I like reading lessons with Mrs. Leena. She is nice
and sometimes she advised us to work hard so that we can become clever people”. Tairah told the

researcher, however, that English is not her favourite subject.

4.45.3 Challenges Facing Tairah

Tairah decided to draw her experience with reading in the classroom because she said that reading
was rarely done at home (see Figure 17). She also said, “My parents and my sisters are busy. They
have work to do.” Tairah described what she drew to the researcher outlining the picture found in

the classroom such as a pen and pencil.
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Figure 17: Tairah's drawing

Tairah also stated that she cannot read in English and can only read when she is clever. She said,
“I can read in English if I am clever. We cannot read if we are not clever”. According to Tairah
being clever is when the student is progressing to the next level. She said, “When we are in Years
two, four or six”. She also said she needed to get the first place in the examination before she can
read in English. She said, “I don’t get number one yet in exams, that is why I am not a good

reader’”.

Tairah found reading in English difficult. She said, “Reading in English is really difficult” She
also stated, “It is hard to read and understand the words”. Data from the observations reiterated
the difficulties that Tairah experienced. Although | found that Tairah showed some interest at the
beginning of each lesson, for example she put up her reading text as requested by the teacher when
the lesson was about to begin, when the lesson was ongoing, Tairah displayed disengaged
behaviours. She chattered on a regular basis with her neighbour. After being reprimanded by Mrs.
Leena she stopped chattering and went back to work but would start talking again after a while.
There were times when she seemed to initiate the talking and playing and continued with this
behaviour for some time. She was also observed to talk about things other than what was being
taught in the class, especially when the teacher was attending to other students. In her attempts to

read the sentences, she tripped over many words, for instance she could read the word “I’ and
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needed the teacher’s help to continue the rest of the sentence. In another activity, Tairah did not
seem to understand what was taught by the teacher. She wrote her teacher’s name instead of hers
in one activity carried out in the classroom. In the interviews, | told Tairah that | realised she was
chattering or playing and | asked her if there was a reason why. She stated, “English is difficult”.

Tairah reported that she did not get all the things that the teacher said. She also explained, “I can
only remember a little from the lessons”. Tairah could only recall Malay words for a few of the

words that she had been taught in the reading lesson such as ‘mata’ [eyes], ‘hidung’ [nose] and

‘pen’ [pen].

4.45.4 Tairah’s Perceptions on the Classroom Learning Experience

Tairah likes the lessons in which the teacher utilises pictures. In one of the responses she stated,
“The lesson is fun because I love to see pictures.” From my observation, | discovered that Tairah
looked to be interested and talked about the picture in the text book to her friends. She said in
Malay “Tengok gambar orang mandi ni, benda ni macam yang dekat rumah saya lah”, [ “Look at

this boy having a shower, It looks similar to my shower at home.] ”

She also mentioned that she likes to do something like writing activity. In my observation, | found
that Tairah seemed interested in the class activities that required her to do writing activity. She was
happy when she got the task completed and shouted to the teacher. For example she said, saying,
“Nak bulatkan apa cikgu?” [What should I circle teacher?]. In addition to that, Tairah commented
that she likes the use of first language by the teacher. She said, “I like it because she also speaks
Malay in the class”. From one of my observations | noticed that Tairah asked Mrs. Leena the
meaning of particular words in the beginning of the lesson. She said in Malay, “Apa dia cikgu
maksudnya dalam BM?” [What does it mean in Malay, teacher?] Tairah also mentioned that she
loved to receive presents from the teacher. In the observation | found that she volunteered to read

when rewards were promised, although she was unable to read the sentence correctly.

She also commented about things that she did not like to have in the reading class. She said, “/

don’t really read because my mouth is tired. | like to do different things”. From my observation,
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Tairah looked sleepy and bored, yawning and stretching her body during drilling. She read after
the teacher only for a few times. She also told the researcher that she does not like the HFW list
activity. It was discovered that Tairah seemed to be disengaged in the activity and was unable to
complete the task and chattered with her friends when the teacher conducted the activity. Tairah
also wished to include singing activities in the reading lessons, she stated, “l wish | can sing the

songs in the lessons”.

4.4.6 Roni

44.6.1 Roni’s Profile

Roni is the fourth of five siblings. He was seven years old. He was cheerful and loved to smile. He
lived in a flat with three bedrooms with his parents and three siblings. He utilised Malay in his
daily life. Roni enjoyed playing with his friends and watching television during his spare time. He
watched both Malay and English cartoons. He talked about his hobby to the researcher, “I love
watching Boboiboy and it is in Malay. Sometimes I also watch Upin Ipin in Malay and English.”
The LBI screening results showed that Roni was able to master the K1 to K8 instruments but not
the other four instruments. Roni failed the school English test that he sat in March and May. His

reading level according to the school reading assessment was band 2.

4.4.6.2 Roni’s Perceptions on ESL

Roni agreed that English is vital for two reasons: to become knowledgeable and to achieve his
ambition. He said, “English is important because I want to become a doctor when I grow up.” He
also mentioned, “It is important to read in English, or else we don’t know a lot of things. Roni
also stated that he likes English lessons, although English is not his favourite school subject. In
addition to that, the teacher and parent are the reasons for Roni to learn English. She said, “/ love
to learn English because Mrs. Leena teaches me nicely” he also mentioned, “AMy mum asked me

to learn English”.
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4.4.6.3 Challenges Facing Roni

The picture in Figure 18 below was drawn by Roni to illustrate his reading experiences. He decided
to draw experiences in the classroom because he mentioned that he learns to read in English every
day at school, unlike at home. He stated that he reads with his sister but not often. He said, “My
sister teaches me but just sometimes . He talked about his drawing that consists of himself learning
while Mrs. Leena was teaching words and showing pictures to him. Roni also reported a difference
between what he experienced at home and what he experienced at school. He mentioned, “My
sister normally spells the words when I learned with her, unlike in the classroom”. How he
explains the process of learning in the classroom echoes his drawing description. He said, “In the

classroom with Mrs. Leena, I see pictures and read words”.

Figure 18: Roni's drawing

Roni admitted that he cannot read in English but he was able to read in Malay. He compared his
exam result in Malay and English too. He stated. “I cannot read in English. I did not obtain good
marks in English”. He also mentioned, “I will be a good reader when I get good marks like in

Malay”. He also stated, “I can’t read English but I read Mathematics, Malay and Physical
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Education books.” He reiterated his interest. “I/ want to read in Malay only. I love reading Malay
books.”

Roni also mentioned that reading in English is difficult. He further explained about his inability to
read in English. He said, “I can’t read and spell many words”. He also stated, “I can’t understand
the words too”. His difficulty in ESL reading is also illustrated in the classroom observation. For
instance, when the teacher asked him to read a sentence he was unable to read certain words such
as ‘use’ and ‘have’, ‘brush’, and ‘hair’. He also could not do all the written task, correctly for
instance in the exercise related to the topic of ‘what is your name’ as he could not read and

understand many words.

Roni also told the researcher that the lessons are not very easy. He said, “It is a little difficult . He
also admitted that it is difficult to spell and read words that he encounters. He was able to recall a

few words that he learned in the reading lessons, however, such as ‘bath’ and ‘cat’ in English.

4.4.6.4 Roni’s Perceptions on the Classroom Learning Experience

Roni stated that he liked the lesson when the teacher made use of pictures. In addition, he likes
writing activity too. He stated, “I like pictures because they are-beautiful” and he also added, “/
like to do something like writing”. From one of my observations | discovered that Roni talked
about the pictures to his friend. He said, “Teacher gives me a nice picture”. He also seemed to get
engaged with the task that required him to do something such as the writing task. In one of the
lessons, he asked the teacher where his name should be written on the paper. He circled the answers
as instructed by the teacher although not all of the answers are correct.

Roni also told the researcher that he is happy with the rewards that the teacher gave him. He said,
“I am happy because I received a present from my teacher”. From my observation | found that
Roni volunteered to read a sentence aloud to the class when rewards were promised by the teacher.
Although he was unable to read the sentence independently correctly, he was still eager to

volunteer to be picked by the teacher to read the sentence.
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Roni talked about what he disliked during the lesson too. He stated that he did not like friends who
made noises during the lesson. He also named a few friends that he thinks caused a disturbance in
the English class. In my observation, He talked to the teacher about his friend’s misbehaviour who
made noises. He said, “Teacher, look at him!” Roni also expresses negative views about the
drilling activity. He mentioned, “Sometimes I feel tired and I stopped following”. He also added,
“Sometimes not everyone reads after the teacher”. From my observations | discovered that Roni
read after the teacher only a few times, then he started to play with his own books or stationery. In
another observation he started to chat with his friends and was not following the teacher.

He also showed disinterest in the HFW list activity. He said in the post-observation interview, “I
don’t like today’s activity”. In my observation, when the teacher started to go over the high
frequency word list, Roni seemed to be lost. He was also unable to complete the task. Roni also
talked about what he would like to include in his reading classroom, specifically an English
cartoon. He said, “I would love to watch cartoons in the classroom”. He added, “Cartoons like

Upin Ipin like my sister shows me, or any cartoons”.

4.4.7 Summary of the Findings Related to the Students

In terms of students’ perceptions of ESL, the findings illustrated that all the students believed that
English is necessary for a variety of reasons. Some of the students understood that English was
important to make them become knowledgeable. Besides that, a student added that knowing
English would also facilitate him to read and write things learned in the classroom. A few students
also added that English was needed for them to achieve their ambitions. Another student believed
that English was vital because it is needed everywhere in the world at present; further, it was
necessary to get a good mark in the exams. There was also a student who mentioned that English
was necessary to achieve one’s ambitions, to answer examination questions and to be used when

someone grows up.

Besides that, parents, teachers and friends were the main reasons why all the students liked learning
English. This is broken down as follows. There is a student who stated that parents, teachers and

friends were the reasons why he learnt English. Another student mentioned that teachers and
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friends made him learn English. There is a student who talked about friends as the main influence
for him to learn English. Parents and friends were also a reason for learning English for another
student, whereas for another student, parents were the sole reason, whilst both parent and teachers
made another student become interested in learning English. A few students mentioned that their
parents advised them to learn English, a few others mentioned that their teachers were nice, and
some students stated that their friends were nice. Although all the students liked to learn English

they did not position English as their favourite subject.

The students also faced a few challenges in relation to ESL learning. One of the challenges that all
of the participating students reported was that they did not have much ESL reading activities at
home with their parents. This is also evidenced by the fact that all of them drew the picture of them
learning in the classroom instead at home. One student thought that going to private tutoring could
be helpful.

Besides that, all the participating students also believed that they could not read in English, except
for a student who thought that he could read a little English; the latter student also thought that he
would be able to read more in English once he obtained an A in the English exams. All the students
also felt that they could not read in English, with a few of them highlighting what they could do
instead, namely counting and reading in the Malay language. Some students mentioned being
clever as a criterion for them to be able to read in English which is measured by getting good marks
or first place in the exam and when they progress to a higher level at school. These findings are
significant because it shows how children are influenced by the definitions of success and failure
advanced within educational systems and societal norms. The messages that the children received
could be consistently learned and reinforced from the parents, family, teachers and schools. For
example, they might have got an idea about the definition of good readers through the assessment
systems that they had gone through since they were at the kindergarten or pre-schools, or from the
individuals around them who talked to them and put an emphasis on the need to acquire certain
marks to be acknowledged as successful in the school and community. These definitions of
successful reading became embedded within the children’s minds and perspectives, with
potentially negative consequences for how they perceive themselves and their opportunities to

succeed.
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Apart from that, there is also a student who stated that he would only be able to read English when
he grew up. Another challenge that all the students had was that they believed that English was all
about hard words which they cannot read and understand. One student added that he was unable
to spell the hard words. Difficult words challenged the students, as evidenced in the reading lessons
either due to disengagement, difficulty reading the English words aloud and incomplete or
incorrect answers in writing tasks, as well as their inability to recall the lessons they learned in the
classroom. Another challenge was specifically mentioned by two students who shared the

differences of experience they had at home and school.

The students also talked about their perceptions of the classroom learning experiences. All the
students stated that they liked activities that required them to do something such as writing.
Further, they all mentioned rewards from the teacher as another positive thing they experienced in
the reading lessons. Some students expressed liking the pictures that the teacher employed in the
classroom. The big book used by the teacher was also liked by a student. Similarly, the use of
Malay was also favoured by a student. On the other hand, all the students disliked the drilling
activity where they had to repeat after the teacher and the HFW list activity. A few students also
disliked their noisy friends, with one among these few disliking reading aloud. Additionally, there
is a student who hoped that the teacher could integrate play activities in the classroom, and another
student wished to have games and his favourite book included in the ESL reading lessons. There
is a student who also hoped to have English cartoons whilst another student wished to have singing

activities in their ESL classroom.

The findings in relation to participating students are summarised in Table 9 below.
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Table 9: Summary of the findings in relation to participating students
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Children | Themes Categories Explanations
DAIi 1)Perceptions on | *Value of English | *English is important to become knowledgeable and to read and write things
English learned in the classroom

*Reasons for
learning

*Love to learn English reading but English is not favourite school subject
*Parent, teacher and friends

2)Challenges

*Support

eLack of support from parents

*Self-perceptions

eCannot read in English
*Can only do counting and adding numbers in Malay
*Can only read English when he becomes a grown-up

*Reading IS
difficult words

*Many difficult words to read and understand causing the disengagement/inability
to read in the classroom

3)Perceptions
classroom
experiences

on
learning

ePositive views

eLikes to do something such as writing activities
eLikes rewards
eLikes picture

*Negative views

*Dislikes repeating the teacher
*Dislikes HFW list activity

*\Ways of
learning could be
more fun

*To include playing activities
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2)Fairul | 1)Perceptions on | *Value of English | *English is important to become clever and will be liked by the teacher
English
*Reasons for | eLove to learn reading in English but English is not favourite school subject
learning *Teacher and friends
2)Challenges *Support eLack of support from parents
* Attending private tutoring could be helpful
*Self-perceptions | *Cannot read in English
*Can only read Malay
*Can read in English if clever/ get a high mark in exams
*Reading is | Many difficult words to read and understand and causing to the
difficult words disengagement/inability to read in the classroom
3)Perceptions on | *Positive views eLikes to do activities such as writing
classroom learning eLikes rewards
experiences eLikes big book
*Negative views | *Dislikes repeating the teacher
*Dislikes HFW list
3)Imran | 1)Perceptions on | *Value of English | *English is important to become knowledgeable, to get good results in exams and

English

can get present
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*Reasons for
learning

L ove to learn to read in English but English is not favourite school subject
*Friends

2)Challenges

*Support

eLack of support from parents

*Self-perceptions

*Can only read little English
*Can be a good reader when he gets an A in exam

*Reading IS
difficult words

*Cannot read and understand many words

*Home Verses
classroom
experiences

*Read the Supermind book, one-to-one with mother and asks many questions

3)Perceptions
classroom
experiences

on
learning

*Positive views

eLikes pictures
eLikes to do activities such as writing
eLikes rewards

*Negative views

*Dislikes friends who made noises
*Dislikes repeating after the teacher
*Dislikes HFW list activity

*Ways learning
could be more fun

*To include games and Supermind book

4)Qila

*Perceptions
English

on

*Value of English

*English is important to get good mark in exams, it is needed everywhere and to
achieve ambition

*Reasons for
learning

eParent




*Challenges

*Support

eLack of support

*Self-perceptions

*Can’t read in English
*Can only read if clever/when she gets a good mark in exams

*English IS
difficult words

*Can’t read, say and understand words

*Perceptions
classroom
experiences

on
learning

ePositive views

eLikes writing activity
eLikes rewards

*Negative views

*Dislikes noisy friends
*Dislikes repeating
*Dislikes reading aloud
*Dislikes HFW list activity

5)Tairah

*Perceptions

on

*Value of English

*English is important to achieve ambition to be used as a grown up and

English to answer exams
*Reasons for | eParent and teacher
learning

*Challenges *Support eLack of support
*Self-perceptions | *Can’t read in English

*Can only read if clever/when she progresses to the next level or when she gets
first place in exams
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*English IS
difficult words

eHard to read and understand the words

*Perceptions
classroom
experiences

on
learning

ePositive views

eLikes pictures

eLikes to do something such as writing activity
eLikes the use of Malay

* Likes rewards

*Negative views

*Repeating the teacher
*HFW list activity

*Ways learning
could be more fun

*To include singing activity

6)Roni

*Perceptions on | *Value of English | *English is important to become knowledgeable and to achieve ambition
English

*Reasons for | eLove to learn English but not favourite school subject

learning eParent and friends
*Challenges eSupport eLack of support from parent

*Self-perceptions

eCannot read in English
*Able to read only in Malay
*Can be a good reader if he gets a good mark in exams

*Reading is
difficult words

eCannot spell, read and understand many words

*Home VErsus
classroom
experiences

*Read through spelling at home




3)Perceptions
classroom
experiences

on
learning

*Positive views

eLikes pictures
eLikes rewards
eLikes writing activity

*Negative views

*Dislikes noisy friends
*Dislikes repeating the teacher
*Dislikes HFW list activity

*Ways learning
could be more fun

*To include English cartoons

Having summarised the findings of this study, the subsequent chapter centres on a discussion of the findings presented earlier.
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

5.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the major findings of the study. I attempt to reflect coherently on my
findings from Chapter Four and present the discussion by relating the findings with the analysis of
the relevant literature reviewed in Chapter Two in order to establish links or disparities between
the findings and the extant literature. I also incorporate my own thoughts so as to reflect critically

on the issues raised by my findings.

In contemplating the whole argument, | was also asking what the implications of these findings
might be for the system surrounding struggling readers in the Malaysian primary classroom.
Therefore | incorporate a number of implications that arise from my study in respect to the needs
of the struggling readers in Malaysian primary classrooms. To begin with, | restate the overarching
purpose of this study which is to explore struggling readers’ experiences with the ESL reading at
home and in the classroom. This objective was accomplished by investigating the ways in which
the teacher and parents worked with the struggling readers. I will now discuss the findings of this
study according to the main research question and sub-research questions developed.

Main research question:
How do the social, cultural and contextual elements surrounding struggling ESL students influence
their experiences of English language reading in the Malaysian classroom?

Sub-research questions:

1.1-  How does the teacher work with the struggling readers?

1.2-  How do the participating parents work with their children at home?

1.3- How do the students themselves engage with their ESL reading?

14 How do the environmental contexts interact to influence struggling readers’ experiences of
reading?

1.5  What are the implications for education policy and practice in Malaysia?
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5.2 The Ways the Teacher Works with the Struggling Readers (Sub-RQ 1.1)

In this section, three themes will be discussed, namely classroom environment,

involvement and challenges.

5.2.1 Classroom Environment

The scarcity of ESL reading resources found in the classroom could impede the ESL students’
reading development (Shin & Crandall, 2019). This is because the students needed to be immersed
in the print literacy environment and engaged with the activities related to the print to become
successful readers (Shin & Crandall, 2019).

5.2.2 Involvement of the Teacher

The findings reveal that whole-class teaching approach was employed as the main method when
working with the ESL struggling readers. The method was mainly utilised to ease classroom
management. In this respect, the teaching and learning centred on a few routines revolving around
teacher-centred activities. The strategies described above are not interactive and could hinder the
effectiveness of the teaching and learning. Instead, a combination of more suitable activities
(Harmer, 2012; Kirkgoz, 2018; Scrivener, 2010; Shin, 2006) as part of interactive teaching could
probably be of more benefit to ESL struggling readers in the classroom (Gersten & Geva, 2003;
Harmer, 2012; Shin, 2006). Furthermore, learning opportunities could increase if the activities
employed involved a mixture of approaches consisting of whole class, group work, individual and
pair work (Scott & Yterberg, 1990; Shin, 2006).

In addition, the tendency in the observed classes for question and answer sessions, which normally
involve students answering questions about the meaning of particular words or reading words that
they are assigned to without in-depth discussion (Gersten & Geva, 2003; Lesaux, 2010; Kieffer,
Faller & Kelley, 2010), could have restricted the integration of the students’ responses into
teaching and learning. Again, this limits the interactivity of the teaching (Gersten & Geva, 2003;
Hickman, Pollard-Durodola & Vaughn, 2004). Moreover, the teacher did not engage the students’
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previous knowledge before the lessons began and she only read the words that the students were
going to learn. Such an approach would not be helpful to assist students’ comprehension because
the students might not be able to link what they knew with the instructional content of the lessons
(Bartlett, 2017).

Many researchers highlight that struggling readers are best taught in groups or individually
(Bokhari et al., 2015; Denton et al., 2004; Baker et al., 2014; Richards-Tutor et al., 2016; Vaughn,
2006). Moreover, small group activities are advocated by the MOE (2015a) as a way of helping
students to learn more effectively. Findings in this study showed that struggling readers are taught
as a whole class because there is no specialised teacher available to teach the students. The onus,
therefore, was on the class English teacher to design the lessons based on the learning objectives
and the needs of the students. Such a situation might hinder the effectiveness of the teaching and

learning in respect to struggling readers.

This study also noticed that drilling was utilised as one of the main instructional methods in
teaching ESL struggling readers. This finding is in accordance with other studies conducted in the
ESL Malaysian primary classroom (Lee, 2015; Md-Ali et al., 2016; Yaacob, 2006) and
internationally (Arikan, 2011). In this study, drilling was applied to a whole group (Arikan, 2011;
Yaacob, 2006; Harmer, 2007) or sometimes to individual students (Lee, 2015). The teacher utilised
drilling to help the students recognise and become familiar with the words which echoed Harmer
(2012) and Md-Ali et al. (2016). Besides that, in this study, drilling was applied in the ESL
classroom to demonstrate pronunciation (Yaacob, 2006; Lamsal, 2011; Project Trust, 2016) as

well as to get the students to practise reading and to attract the students’ attention.

Furthermore, in the drilling activities that | observed, the teacher would lead the session and let
the students listen to her reading before the students read after her. This is in agreement with the
recommendations of the MOE (2015a), which identified modelled reading as one of the steps in
early reading. In addition, the use of teaching materials that supplemented the drilling method was
also perceived as helpful to assist struggling readers’ learning (Celce-Murcia, 2001; Higa, 2002;
Li, 2006). The literature has highlighted that getting the students to follow the words with their
finger when reading is good practice (Harmer, 2012) and this was evident as a practice in the
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observations in this study. On the other hand, although drilling is acknowledged as a helpful
method for low attaining students such as in this study (Harmer, 2007), other approaches to drilling
such as pair level drilling or semi-chorus level drilling rather than just whole class and individual
drilling could also be implemented to make the instructional method less dull (Lamsal, 2011, p.14),
to avoid the students feeling bored and tired (Harmer, 2007) and to ensure the effectiveness of the
method for the ESL students’ learning (Basuki, 2018; Heward, 2003; Liu, 2006; Richards &
Rodgers, 2002; Swanto & Din, 2014). This would help the students to enjoy drilling as part of the
learning process (Higa, 2002; Yuwanda, 2017).

Besides that, the extensive amount of drilling discovered in this study could make the learning less
effective because drilling entails a rather unnatural use of language (Harmer, 2007; Lee, 2015).
This was particularly concerning since drilling was so dominant that meaningful exposure and
opportunities for struggling readers to practise the language scarcely existed (Shine & Crandall,
2019, p.195) as the teacher was the one who initiated and controlled the interactions (Richards &
Rodgers, 2002). The teaching of reading could benefit students more if other reading steps
suggested by MOE (2015a) were to be applied to encourage student participants, such as shared
reading. In addition to that, the emphasis on drilling suggests that the teacher focused too much on
correct pronunciation and oral practice, with little attempt to help students engage with the main
ideas of the sentences or the texts, which could be more helpful in developing students’

comprehension.

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development (1979) suggests that children’s
development occurs in the context of the systems that surround the child, whether close and
directly, or more distant and indirectly. In other words, children’s development and experiences
transpire in actual settings that can be from their direct contexts such as parents and teachers or
indirect contexts such as the various institutions and environments that comprise the children’s
mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem (Palts & Kalmus, 2015). Additionally, the teacher also
forms dynamic relations with other contexts in the children’s systems within which they develop.
The findings of this study reveal, for example, that Mrs. Leena has been influenced by the
recitation method used to teach the Quran. This encapsulates what happens in the children’s

macrosystem in which socio cultural and religious practices influence the children’s experience
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indirectly through their influence on how the teacher goes about teaching in the classroom. While
the system is distal from the children, or not in the children’s immediate settings, the influence of
the system is still significant to the children’s learning experience and reading development. This
is further elaborated by Bronfenbrenner who stated that the behaviour of participants in the
classroom “is profoundly affected by other social systems in which they have roles and
responsibilities” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. 28). Consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s
conceptualisation of his ecological model of human development, which emphasises the “role of
the social context in facilitating or impeding specific processes of human development”
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. 28), a practice like drilling, taken from the socio-cultural religious

context, might be applied excessively and ultimately hinder children’s reading development.

Another prominent instructional method employed was the look-and-say or whole word approach,
aiming to facilitate the development of the students’ vocabulary and comprehension. Research
suggests that the method can be helpful for ESL young students to increase their reading
development, as discovered by Budiana (2011), Nurnianti (2012) and Nofiandari (2016). In
contrast to the participating teachers in the research conducted by Nofiandari (2016), who
perceived look-and-say as a reading approach familiar to parents, the teacher in this study mainly
applied look-and-say because she was not comfortable with phonics and believed that the
struggling readers were not familiar with a phonics approach. She made the judgment based on the
students’ family background and the type of pre-schools that the students had attended in the
previous year. Apart from that, materials such as pictures which accompanied the method can be
good practice to further assist students’ comprehension of the words being taught (Nofiandari,
2016; Baker et al., 2014). By putting the words into context, the method utilised by the teacher
could facilitate the struggling readers to read and understand the words (Au, 1993; Nofiandari,
2016). The findings therefore suggest that the use of the look-and-say approach is appropriate and
helpful for ESL struggling readers.

Another important finding, however, was that look-and-say was the only method utilised and
preferred by the teacher. In other words, the teacher did not apply a phonics approach at all while
working with the students, although it has been widely suggested by researchers for its various
benefits (Dubeck et al., 2012; Farokhbakht, 2015; Gersten & Geva, 2003; Jamaludin et al., 2016;
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Nag & Snowling, 2012; Shin & Crandall, 2019), and is also heavily emphasised by the MOE
(20134, b); (2015a). One of the reasons why the teacher did not use phonics instruction was that
she lacked confidence because she felt that she had not received enough training on phonics
instruction. This concern about confidence with phonics echoes the findings of the studies by
Dubeck at al. (2012), Mokotedi (2012) and Shafee (2019). The neglect of the phonics method in
the ESL struggling readers’ classroom is significant, however, since it risks “serious
consequences” for the students’ progress in reading (Dubeck et al., 2012, p. 50) since the teaching
and learning overall lacked an explicit and systematic approach, meaning that the learning process
could not be optimised (Dubeck et al., 2012; Gersten & Geva, 2003; Richards-Tutor et al., 2016).
Since the phonics approach is taught in an explicit and systematic way, focusing on the concept of
phonemic awareness, coding and the letter-sound relationship taking place in small steps, from
easiest to difficult (Dubeck et al., 2012; Rosenshine, 1987), struggling readers could benefit a lot
more if phonics were fully integrated in the teaching and learning (Gersten & Geva, 2003; Vaughn
et al., 2006). Besides that, neglecting the phonics approach and focusing only on a look-and-say
approach could not effectively support young ESL struggling readers’ development, since the
research indicates that the use of both approaches in tandem is the most helpful for assisting
struggling readers (Apandi & Nor, 2019; Hakimi et al., 2014; Prasad et al., 2016).

Another instructional method widely applied by the teacher was code switching. The findings
show that code switching was used for a number of reasons, but mainly to facilitate students’
comprehension. Particularly, code switching was used to give instructions to the students (Azman,
2006; Mokotedi, 2012), interpret particular English words (Yaacob, 2006; Azman, 2006;
Mokotedi, 2012), check students’ understandings (Yaacob, 2006) and manage the classroom
(Azman, 2006). Although code switching can be perceived negatively (Low, 2016; Martin, 2005),
and is not mentioned in the Malaysian curriculum document as a recommended practice (MOE,
2015a), the benefits of code switching for ESL students (Badrul & Kamaruzaman, 2009; Kamisah
& Misyana, 2011; Kuchah, 2019; Then & Ting, 2011), and particularly for low-attaining ESL
students such as in this study are undeniable, as discussed fully in section 2.3.3.1.1 (Lin, 2005;
Shin, 2006). I also discovered in this study, however, that there were times when code switching
was not necessarily needed. For instance, instead of code-switching, the teacher could utilise

gestures, actions or show real examples of things available in the classroom to make the students’
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understand what she was trying to convey (Baker et al., 2014; Gersten & Geva, 2003). The findings
suggested that, although code switching is recommended by many researchers for its benefits, the
teacher in this study could have used code switching more selectively and effectively, as suggested
by Azman (1999), Yaacob (2006), Harmer (2007) and Shin (2006).

An important finding that emerged especially from the interviews with students was the suggestion
that they would be engaged more effectively in learning if writing activity was integrated with the
reading activity. Many of the students indicated that they would find the classes more interesting
if they were asked to do writing activities, whereas, in practice the teacher relied on just a few
quite limited writing activities such as copying the sentences and circling the correct words as part
of the reading lessons for reinforcement so that students can engage repeatedly with the vocabulary
learnt. The integration of writing activity into the reading lessons in ESL primary classroom is
supported by researchers and something I noted in section 2.3.1.4 of the literature review (e.g.
Clay, 2001; Hakimi et al., 2014) but it was not something I particularly emphasised as significant
at that point, whereas the findings seemed to suggest that this could be an important way of
engaging the students in this study. MOE (2015a) has further suggested that a cohesive and
coherent organisation between all of the language skills would benefit the students and there are a
number of ways in which writing activity can be utilised more effectively besides from copying
down sentences and circling the correct words as practised by the teacher. Additionally, no other
activities to increase the students’ encounter of the words were identified in the lessons conducted
by the teacher apart from the writing activity that the teacher conducted in all lessons. Those
activities can include “crosswords, charades, sketching, and drawing to represent word meanings”

(Baker et al., 2014, p.21).

This study also discovered that a heavy emphasis was placed on the utilisation of instructional
materials, both to build students’ comprehension and to increase students’ interest in learning
English. A number of instructional materials employed by the teacher were identified. As the
benefit of using materials is undeniable, such a practice could facilitate ESL struggling readers in
this study to learn more effectively (Snow et al., 1998; Biswas, 2018; McGrath, 2013; Nurliana,
2019; Patel & Jain, 2008; Winke, 2005). A weakness, however, was the lack of use of technical
media in the teaching and learning sessions (Brinton, 2001; Harmer, 2012; Zewary, 2011). While
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the teacher was concerned about classroom control, the absence of technical media placed the ESL
struggling readers in an unfavourable position since the evidence suggests that the combination of
technical and non-technical media in the classroom is particularly effective (Brinton, 2001,
Ramirez-Garcia, 2012; Shin & Crandall, 2014). Indeed, MOE (2015a) suggests directly that
electronic media should be used to help ESL teaching become more appealing for students. Given
that a key finding of this study is that the struggling readers are particularly at risk of becoming
disengaged in the class, this argues for more, not less, use of technical media.

In addition, from the study, it was discovered that pictures were often integrated in the teaching
and learning, either available in the reading text or in the form of picture cards (Harmer, 2012).
Since the benefits of using pictures in the ESL classroom are recognised to be significant (Canning-
Wilson, 2001; Harmer, 2007; 2012; Syandri, 2015; Zewary, 2011), this finding suggested that
effective learning could take place among ESL struggling readers. Another resource employed by
the teacher was the HFW list. The use of the HFW list has also been recommended by some
scholars for its benefits (Cameron, 2001; Nation, 2000; Johns & Wilke, 2018; Shin & Crandall,
2019). The teacher’s use of this resource was not ideal, however. While she included an additional
reading text as a task sheet to complement the use of the HFW list and also modelled the words
and asked students to read after her, both of which are activities supported in the literature
(Imaniah, 2017; Johns and Wilke, 2018), it was also discovered that the teacher included too many
words into the HFW list, in a font too small to be seen by young students. In addition, no particular
focal words were selected when the teacher used the list with the students, as was recommended
by Johns & Wilke (2018) and Shin & Crandall (2019). Additionally, other activities suggested by
Johns and Wilke (2018) can also be included while using HFW list to make the most of the
instructional material, like hand clapping and foot-tapping as the words are read. It was also found
that the HFW list utilised by the teacher was not exactly similar to the list prepared by the MOE
(2015a). For example, four words in the list prepared by the MOE (2015a) were missing from the
teacher’s list and eight new were added to the student’s list that did not appear in the MOE list
(2015a). Such a practice could be inefficient because students need to be exposed to lists that match
with what is in the text materials being used throughout the academic school year. Although

teachers are allowed to add more words to the list (MOE 2015a), the teacher needs to first cover
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all the words given by the MOE because materials provided, such as text-books, are principally
developed based on the word list provided by the MOE (2015a).

Overall, the materials used were suitable to the students’ contextual and cultural backgrounds
(Richard-Amato, 1998; Shin, 2006; Watt & Foscolos, 1998), and this can facilitate students’
comprehension of the text as they can draw on their background knowledge (Shin & Crandall,
2019). The illustrations and colours also make the materials appealing to the students (Ghosn,
2019; Richard-Amato, 1998; Shin, 2006). This is also in line with the MOE (2015a) as teachers
are required to link the students’ daily life experiences and the community which the students
belong to with the content of the lessons. The use of the big book and textbook is recommended
by scholars (Halliwell, 2006; Harmer, 2001; Richards, 2001) and by the MOE (2015a). The teacher
utilised the text-book alongside other materials, as suggested by Nurliana (2019) and Spratt et al.,
(2011). Academics have suggested the use of reading texts such as graded readers and these should
be considered as additional material because since they might benefit ESL struggling readers’

learning in the long run.

523 Challenges Facing the Teacher

While working with the ESL struggling readers in her classroom, it was possible to identify a
number of challenges that the teacher faced. These can be divided into three categories, as
suggested by Kizildag (2009), namely institutional, instructional and socio-economic challenges.
In relation to institutional challenge, Kizildag (2009) has highlighted lack of support and lack of
understanding of the nature of language teaching as being the main problems facing the teacher in
his study. Similarly, in this study, the teacher reported that she received a lack of cooperation and
support from the District Education Office. The teacher also believed that she herself had a lack
of training in phonics instructions. Insufficient training seems to be a prominent challenge in the
literature as it was also found to be lacking in ESL teachers in other studies not only locally
(Bokhari et al., 2015; Lee, 2015), but also internationally (Arikan, 2011; Biswas, 2018; Pathan et
al., 2016; Salahuddin et al., 2013).
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Apart from that, the problems related to time constraints that the teacher experienced in this study
are also faced by the teachers in the study by Bokhari et al. (2015); while previous studies also
reported about problems pertaining to a lack of facilities and materials (Abrar, 2016; Anyiendah,
2017; Arikan, 2011; Biswas, 2018; Lee, 2015; Pandian, 2006; Salahuddin et al., 2013). The teacher
also felt that the absence of personnel specialised in teaching struggling readers, together with
large class sizes, made it more difficult to teach these students effectively. This echoes other
studies conducted in Malaysia by Bokhari et al. (2015) and Hadzir et al. (2016). The class size
factor is indeed widely reported in previous research (Abrar, 2016; Apandi & Nor, 2019; Arikan,
2011; Erkan, 2012; Garton, 2014; Kizildag, 2009; Lee, 2015).

Another category of challenge put forth by Kizildag (2009) is instructional challenges. In this study
it was revealed that the teacher perceived the assessment system as a challenge that affected the
teaching and learning process of the ESL struggling readers. While Kizildag (2009) talked about
the content of the assessment being unsuitable, and the pressure placed on the teacher to teach to
the test, the findings of this study highlighted the implementation of multiple tests performed too
closely together. The findings about successive tests as a challenge to the ESL struggling readers’

teachers has also been reported by Lee (2015) in Malaysian primary schools.

In relation to Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development (1979), these findings pertaining to
the institutional and instructional challenges can be explained by emphasising the exosystem. the

levels in the ecological theory within which the children develop.

According to Bronfenbrenner, the exosystem is “one or more settings that do not involve the
developing person as an active participant, but in which events occur that affect or are affected by,
what happens in the setting containing the developing person” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 25). For
example, the lack of cooperation and support from the District Education Office in disseminating
the materials from the course she attended, suggest that there are barriers in the children’s
exosystem. In addition, a lack of teaching assistants, which Mrs Leena thought she needed, and
the unsystematic implementation of assessments further suggest that the exosystem is not working

well in this case.
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Furthermore, in this study, the teacher also reported a lack of involvement by the parents in
students’ ESL learning that is put into the category of socio-economic challenge (Kizildag, 2009).
Similar to the teachers in a local study by Azman (1999), in this study the teacher decided not to
give homework to the students because the teacher perceived that it may not be successfully
completed. Based on the teacher’s years of experience dealing with struggling readers, she found
that homework given to the students was not accomplished appropriately. The findings related to
unfinished homework were also faced by teachers in past studies (e.g. Kizildag, 2009). The teacher
also believed that the parents who came from low socio-economic backgrounds were too busy
with their work and could not manage to get involved in their children’ ESL learning, which echoes
the findings from the study by Al-Fadley et al. (2018). The parents in the study were also perceived
by the teacher as less serious with their children’s ESL education, resulting in a lack of help being
given to the children. The study concurs with Kizildag (2009) who found that little support was
perceived to be given by the parents in his study. Adding to the literature in relation to the
involvement of the parents is the teacher’s perception that the parents in this study had a lack of

awareness towards the practices of the present education system.

The teacher’s views on the parents reveal that the children’s mesosystem, which is described by
Bronfenbrenner (1979) as interactions among children’s microsystems, were not working well.
Bronfenbrenner (1986) also recommends that teachers and parents do not work in isolation but
should form dynamic relations with one another and the other contexts in the ecosystem. This
process has an unavoidable impact on the children’s development (Bronfenbrenner 1986)
specifically in my study, the children’s reading attainment. The communication breakdown
between both parties has contributed to the teacher developing negative ideas about the parents. In
the Bronfenbrenner ecological model of human development (1979), individual development
happens within a system of relationships that involves of multiple individuals and parties. Parents
and teachers are directly related to the children, having the closest relationship with the children
in their microsystem (Palts & Kalmus, 2015). When these two systems, namely teachers and
parents, are not synchronised, students’ development can be affected. For example, an assumption
that parents neglect their children’s ES learning meant that the teacher did not set homework. As
a result, children had little practice in English outside the classroom, influencing their experiences

and learning development.
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Core among the challenges not highlighted by Kizildag (2009) but available in other literature is
that the teacher perceived students’ behaviour as a challenge that has disadvantaged her teaching
methods and resulted in her turning away from using ICT in teaching and learning (for example).
Those students are perceived as either passive or too active because the students are perceived to
have had not much interest and motivation in English language learning. The findings of this study
are in agreement with both local (Pandian, 2006; Salahuddin et al., 2013) and international studies
(Abrar, 2016; Anyiendah, 2017; Garton, 2014; Mokotedi, 2012).

The findings about the challenges facing the teacher are highly consistent with the relevant
literature on the teaching of struggling ESL readers in the Malaysian primary school context
(Apandi & Nor, 2019; Bokhari et al., 2015; Lee, 2015; Pandian, 2006) and ESL students
internationally (e.g. Kazaldag, 2009). However there is a slight difference compared to the
categories of challenges facing the teacher as proposed by Kizildag (2009). While Kizildag
focused on three categories of challenge, one new category of challenge emerged from this study,
namely the challenge of student behaviour. Additionally, the findings of this study also contribute
to the literature as there is a slight difference in the detail regarding the teacher’s challenges in
terms of lack of awareness of parents with the current education system, which falls under the
socioeconomic challenge category, lack of cooperation and support from the District Education
Office which falls under the institutional challenge category and the nature of the examination

system which is categorised under instructional challenge.

5.3 The Ways the Parents Work with Their Children (Sub-RQ 1.2)

Two themes will be discussed in this section, namely involvement and challenges.

5.31 Involvement of the Parents

Scholars have identified several ways that parents could be involved in their children’s ESL
learning. The findings of this study replicate some of the categories mentioned in the previous

research. As for the home reading activities that the parents had with their children, all participating
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parents deemed homework as a paramount activity which can facilitate their children’s ESL
learning. The orientation towards the importance of homework reflects the findings in previous
studies internationally (Li, 2004; Lee, 2010; Pendleton, 2017; Rodriguez, 1999; Rodriguez, 2005;
Reyes et al., 2007; Xiaoyi, 2017), and indeed the benefits of parents getting engaged in the ESL
students” homework is well-documented (Majid et al., 2005; Rodriguez, 1999). The parents in this
study were involved with their children’s homework in a few ways. For example, they would ask
about the existence of homework (Rodriguez, 1999), sit with their children while doing homework
(Pendleton, 2017; Xiaoyi, 2017), try to ensure that the homework provided by the teacher was
completed (Rodrigues, 2005), dedicate time to ensure the homework was being carried out (Li,
2004; Rodriguez, 2005), which is normally at night, and ask other siblings or other family members
to help the child with the homework by reading the difficult English words to the child (Li, 2004;
Majid et al., 2005). Other ways of helping with the homework as suggested by some parents in the
study by Pendleton (2017) included utilising computers and school books as references to help the
children, and attempting to identify homework mistakes prior to submission to the teacher (Lee,
2010). These additional methods are probably not found in this study because the parents did not
have a lot of English language knowledge and thus lacked confidence to help their children (Majid
et al., 2005). While homework is deemed important by all parents in this study, it is also worth
noting that all of the parents complained of the scarce amount of homework their children received.
This is similar to the study by Li (2004). As a result, those parents were unable to perform reading
activities most of the time because they were very much dependent on the homework provided by

the teacher as one of the ESL learning activities.

Other home reading activities reported by two parents in this study were chanting alphabets or
numbers in English. The finding is quite similar to the study by Lynch (2008), in which parents
read alphabets to their children. Chanting alphabets in this study incorporated parents reading
alphabets to the children (Lynch, 2008) or parents listening to the children chanting alphabets. The
practice however did not include pointing to the letters at commercial boards or signage outside
the house (Lynch, 2008). This is possibly due to the fact that the practice found in the study by
Lynch (2008) was influenced by the Head Start programmes that the children were enrolled in.
Additionally, both parents in my study admitted that they did not know the best way to help their

children; therefore, they ‘just’ performed such an activity to the best of their knowledge. According
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to the literature, chanting alphabets is an emergent literacy practice (Evans, Shaw & Bell, 2000)
which could be regarded as essential for children’s reading attainment because the activity could
help children to be aware of the connection between the letters names and the letter sounds
(Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998).

Besides that, one parent in this study reported that songs were used as one of the reading activities
carried out at home. This finding was also reported previously in other studies (Lee, 2010; Lynch,
2008; Pendleton, 2017; Rodriguez, 2005). In this study, singing activity was carried out by the
elder sibling (elder sister) playing the song on a laptop before singing together with the child (her
younger sister). The elder sister sometimes read and talked about the lyrics that were displayed in
the video to the child. This finding is quite similar to Lynch (2008), where one mother read the
Sesame Street lyrics on the TV, and Pendleton (2017), where parents talked about the lyrics of the
song with their children. According to Rodriguez (2000), using songs could be an enriching
experience, and one that is both an attractive and entertaining way for children to interact with the

language.

Another parent in this study employed spelling activities and pronunciation practice. The findings
of this study are quite similar to the study by Pendleton (2017), as the parents in Pendleton’s study
corrected their children’s pronunciation during the conversation. The parent in my study, however,
specifically asked her child to spell and pronounce particular words, either by using the book or
by what she could remember in her mind at that time. The parent would correct the child when
necessary. This parent also redirected the questions asked by her child and carried out spelling
activities based on the words previously asked by her child. Such a practice could benefit children
through language modelling and feedback provided by the parents (Pendleton, 2017).
Additionally, two parents of this study employed reading activities with their children as one
activity to facilitate their children in ESL learning. This included reading storybooks, which is
similar to the findings in previous studies by Forey et al. (2015), Lee (2010), Lynch (2008) and
Pendleton (2017). In this study, the parent read the story to the child which echoes the findings in
past studies. Furthermore, she sometimes asked the child to repeat after her, which is not reported
in other previous studies. The parent also utilised the phonics method when she wanted to

emphasise the spelling of particular words. Again, this was similar to the few parents in the study
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by Lee (2010). Engaging young children with book reading at home with their parents has been
shown to bring positive effects on the ESL non-readers’ reading progress, as reported in the study
by Harji et al. (2016) and ESL low attaining readers’ development in the study by Raslie, Deli,
John, Mikeng and Pandian (2020).

The findings of this study also revealed a parent utilising a pizza box as a resource to facilitate
children in ESL reading. The parent thought that resources from the immediate environment could
be useful to assist her child. Quite similar findings were discovered in the study by Lynch (2008)
in which the participating parents employed cereal boxes to assist their children in ESL reading.
Parents in the study by Lynch (2008) reported that their children normally initiated the activity by
asking the parent to read the cereal box as they were enchanted by the cartoon characters on the
box. In this study, in contrast, although the impetus came from the child, who loved to eat pizza,
the idea to use the pizza box as a learning resource originated from the parent, who asked her child

to read what was written on the pizza box and asked him to spell the food words related to pizza.

In addition, the use of the schoolbook named ‘Supermind’ was also reported by one participating
parent. Through engagement with the book, the parent read and talked about many interesting
pictures identified by the son such as pizza. Besides that, two participating parents utilised a picture
dictionary in a similar way to that seen in the study by Pendleton (2017) — the parent read a picture
dictionary with their children, although Pendleton (2017) did not detail how this was being done.
Parents in my study would talk about the pictures in the dictionary, read aloud to the children the
words that are coupled with the pictures in the dictionary, or let the children explore the dictionary

by themselves by looking at the pictures or read the written words.

Moreover, a parent in this study used English cartoons to facilitate their children’s learning, similar
to the study by Lee (2010) and Majid et al. (2005). While the study by Majid et al. (2000) did not
focus on how activity was done, Lee (2010) would block the Chinese captions supplemented in
the English cartoons that their children were watching. In this study, however, the parent utilised
the English subtitles displayed in the cartoon to introduce the child to some English vocabulary.
Sometimes the story was retold by the parent to the child to assist his understanding of the story.

Furthermore, another practice not found in past studies was the exploitation of the past exam papers
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by one participating parent to assist her child in ESL reading. This was performed by the parent
who guided the child to read the difficult words that the child came across. Besides that, they also
had pronunciation practice and the parent explained the meaning of particular words found in the

examination paper.

To fit the findings into the framework designed by Reyes et al. (2007), | found that the four
domains proposed by the authors as home literacy practices can be used as guidelines to understand
the parents’ positioning towards reading activities that they had with their children. Firstly, it was
discovered that school-related activity was perceived as the most prominent activity done by the
parents to assist their children in ESL reading. Under this domain, activities included doing
homework by all parents, using past exam papers and the use of the school-book named
‘Supermind’ by one parent to facilitate their children in ESL reading. Furthermore, two parents
also used chanting ABC to assist their children in ESL reading which falls under the category
literacy for the sake of literacy. In addition to that, one participating parent in this study utilised
songs and another used cartoons, which belonged to the entertainment domain. Another activity
that could belong to the entertainment domain was the use of a picture dictionary by two
participating parents. Another parent also used storybooks to facilitate the child which falls under
the category storybook time. Another activity used by one parent which did not belong to any of
the categories suggested by Reyes et al. (2007) was the use of a pizza box. In this study, a pizza
box was used by the parent to teach children to spell and read the words related to pizza such as
pizza, beef and pepperoni. The use of this framework suggests that the parents in this study mostly
used activities from the school-related activity domain. This discovery also suggests that the
parents of young children in this study are wedded to school-associated reading activities, which
echoes a previous study in the Malaysian context by Boivin et al. (2014).

In terms of the home learning environment, it was discovered that the parents in this study
designated a space for their children to study, namely a study table. In contrast to the study by
Emmanuel (2000), in which more than half of the parents did not provide space for learning, the
findings here echo a previous study by Majid et al. (2005). Apart from that, the parents in this
study set a specific time for their children to learn at home, normally at night, which is similar to

the findings in Majid et al. (2005). There was also mixed findings on the parental use of technology
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in this study. In contrast to other studies in the Malaysian context, such as those of Boivin et al.
(2014), Emmanuel (2000) and Majid et al. (2005), which discovered that participating parents did
not acknowledge the use of technology as an educational tool, interestingly, a few of the parents
in this study utilised a laptop as a tool to play English songs and cartoons to help their children’s
ESL learning. The findings reflect past studies carried out internationally (Forey et al., 2015; Lee,
2010; Li, 2004; Pendleton, 2017; Rodriguez, 2005). Most of the parents however seemed to relate
technology to entertainment rather than as a learning tool. Such an explanation could be due to the
fact that the concept of ESL learning in the Malaysian context has been culturally associated with
school reading activities. Besides that, the parents of this study might not have exposure and

knowledge regarding how technology can be a useful tool for their children’s education.

In terms of beliefs, attitudes and awareness, all the parents agreed that English was essential and
needed to be learnt by their children for several reasons, which echoes previous studies (e.g. Majid,
2005; Wati, 2016). The parents also wanted the students to be more successful than themselves
(Majid et al., 2000; Pendleton, 2017; Wati, 2016). A few of the parents in this study, however,
believed that reading in Malay was more necessary for their children for the time being.
Additionally, one of those parents added that she did not want to put a lot of stress on her child’s
academic performance by overburdening her. Apart from that, all the parents in this study also
believed that their children could read or read better in English with time and practice. Such high
expectations were also expressed by participating parents in past studies (Majid, et al., 2005; Wati,
2016). Furthermore, all the parents in this study also agreed that, besides the teachers at school,
parents themselves have an important role to facilitate their children in ESL learning (Forey et al.,
2015; Lee, 2010; Majid et al., 2005; Pendleton, 2017; Wati, 2016). On the other hand, they
continued to believe that the teachers knew what was best for their children. Such a notion could
probably be due to their perceived constraints regarding English knowledge or culturally
embedded beliefs that are held by some parents in the Malaysian community as revealed in the
study by Emmanuel (2000) or in other countries (Ruzane, 2013). Besides that, the parents reported
that they provided encouragement for their children to learn English. The findings of this study are
therefore similar to Majid et al. (2005) and Emmanuel (2000) in that in those studies also most

parents encouraged their children to learn English and work hard in their study.
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The findings of this study also concur with Emmanuel (2000) who discovered that the parents
never took their children to a library. This contrasts with the findings from studies by Rodriguez
(2005) where participating parents also faced some similar challenges but still took their children
to the library. The absence of children’s visits to the library could bring a negative consequence to
the children. As studies by Lee (2010) and Ruzane (2013) illustrate, ESL students with good

attainment in English had a supportive literacy environment including having had library visits.

Furthermore, all of the parents in this study tried their best to provide learning materials to their
children, particularly stationery. However, only a few English language materials were available
in every home and only a few homes had schoolbooks or similar. This was comparable to the
findings of the study by Emmanuel (2000). This lack of learning resources could disadvantage the
children as the home environment is seen as not being supportive enough for the children since a
rich literacy input could not be provided (Lee, 2010; Ruzane, 2013).

Overall, the findings of this study are in accordance with the findings in Lynch (2008), who
suggested that low income parents should not be perceived as completely lacking in their capacity.
Additionally, the findings of this study also reflected the study by Forey et al. (2015) in which the
participating parents still put in some effort despite the constraints they were struggling with. All
the parents in this study also agreed that their participation was essential (Majid et al., 2005), and
they seemed to be interested to engage in their children’s education (Boivin et al., 2014; Lynch,
2008). They were also aware about the importance of ESL learning for their children and were
positive about their children’s ESL status (Majid et al., 2005). At the same time, however, the
parents realised that their involvement was insufficient (Al-Mahrooqi et al., 2016). This could be
due to the challenges that they faced while working with their children which, one way or another,

influenced the way they took part in their children’s learning.

53.2 Challenges Facing the Parents

All the participating parents in this study talked about the challenges that affected the way they
worked with their children, with these coming from themselves, the school and teachers and their

children. In terms of challenges from the parents themselves, one of the most stated challenges
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mentioned by the parents was they did not have enough time to spend with their children due to
work and life commitments. They did not have much time to get involved in the ESL learning
activities. For example, many of the parents had tiring days because they had to work for long
hours every day, which was also found both in previous local studies (Emmanuel, 2000; Majid et
al., 2005) and international studies (Forey et al., 2015; Kavanagh & Hickey, 2013; Lee, 2010).

Besides that, two parents in this study also had to manage their child by themselves, in one case
since the husband of one participant was unwell and in the other case because he had passed away.
Both of these parents admitted that they had a hectic daily life schedule since they had to shoulder
many responsibilities. As a result, they could not afford to spend much time with their children to

help with the ESL learning.

Other challenges reported by all of the participating parents were little knowledge of the target
second language being learned by their children (in this study, ESL) which resonated with past
local studies (Emmanuel, 2000; Majid, et al., 2005) and internationally (Forey et al., 2015;
Kavanagh & Hickey, 2013; Li, 2004; Rodriguez, 2005). Three parents talked about their
insufficient understanding of the best way to facilitate their children and the suitable materials to
use with their children. They also did not know where to ask for help (Emmanuel, 2000).
Surprisingly, none of the participating parents talked about financial problems to provide their
children with English materials, in contrast to some parents in the study by Emmanuel (2000) and
Lee (2010).

Another category of challenges was related to the teacher and school. This study discovered that
all the participating parents felt that they did not have the opportunity to meet and discuss their
children’s learning with their ESL teacher. Further, they were not invited to participate in the
meetings with the English teachers or to participate in activities related to their children’s ESL
learning at school. It was also apparent that the parents were little knowledge of the education
system, for example in terms of what and how the children learned English and how their children
were being assessed (Rodriguez, 2005). Apart from that, the amount of homework set was deemed
as insufficient (Li, 2004). This greatly affected those parents who wanted to engage in their

children’s learning since they were mostly dependent on homework as the learning resource.
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Besides that, one parent complained that the schoolbooks were left unused by the teacher and
another parent stated that the teachers needed to use English as the medium of instruction in the
ESL classroom. To aggravate this further, the parents were also unaware of how to meet and talk
to the subject teacher about those concerns and problems.

Challenges in the category of children, however, mainly regarded the way the children perceived
the parents’ capacity. Children seemed to be doubtful about their parents’ ability to help them in
English (Kavanagh & Hickey, 2013). Additionally, all participating parents confided that their
children’s temperament was also challenging (Forey et al., 2015; Kavanagh & Hickey, 2013; Li,
2004; Rodriguez, 2005).

The challenges reported in this study can be viewed from the model of parental involvement as
explained by Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997), which was subsequently revised in Walker et
al. (2005). The authors highlighted that factors such as parents’ beliefs about their role as parents,
perceived life context and invitations from children, school and teacher can influence parental
participation in their children’s learning. With regard to beliefs, in this study, all parents believed
that English was important and that their role in the children’s ESL learning was important.
Although they admitted that their teachers knew what was best for their children, they still put
some effort into helping their children in several ways because they believed that their role was
also necessary. For example, the parents carried out particular ESL learning activities with their
children, motivated the children, had a high expectation of their children, designated a learning

area and provided some learning materials.

The extent and frequency of involvement were also influenced by other factors highlighted in the
model, however, such as parents’ perceived life context (Walker et al., 2005) which seemed to be
a significant aspect affecting those parents’ involvement. Due to the parents’ perceived English
proficiency, available time and energy, the findings suggest that parents were unable to engage

actively or consistently in their children’s learning.

To connect this argument with Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development (1979), the

parents’ time constraints arising from the demands of their jobs, and how these affect the quantity
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and quality of the time they spend with their children is a good illustration of the indirect, but still
significant, influence that the exosystem can have on children’s development. To be specific,
children had less contact time with parents than those parents thought they should have due to the
demands at the parents’ workplaces. This clearly raises the possibility of negative impacts on

learning development.

A few parents depended largely on homework or chanting ABC as the main activities because of
constraints in knowledge, time and energy. For a few other parents, although they conducted a
slightly wider range of activities than the former, still faced similar constraints of time and energy.
Further, they still lacked sufficient confidence about the knowledge they had and about the best
way to assist their child.

A similar issue in respect to perceived life context (Walker et al., 2005) can explain why the parents
did not take their children to a library. As reported, time restraints, transportation problems and
lack of awareness of the existence of a library were among the explanations provided by
participating parents that hindered them from visiting libraries or using the facilities available at
the library. Parents’ life contexts and beliefs can further explain why most parents only have a few
learning materials at home. In this study, the parents did not really know what the best learning
resources were that would help their children. This shows that the microsystem or “the social
systems closest to children’s daily lives” (Coleman, 2013, p. 50) is not working well. Children’s
microsystems, encompass the individuals that children interact with in person (Jaeger, 2012; Thor
2016). It was found in this study, however, that parents had limitations in supporting the children
with ESL learning due to a lack of library visits, scarcity of reading materials at home and a lack
of knowledge and confidence. Such challenges facing the children lead to the instability of their
microsystems that could negatively impact children’s learning development. Apart from that, the
students’ exosystem is not functioning well too. The exosystem encompasses a setting that do not
involve the children as active participants, but the events that happen still affect the children who
are in the setting. It is discovered in this study, that parents lacked time to spend with their children
due to the nature of the parents’ job. Such a difficulty could influence the children’s learning
growth in a negative way. Besides that, the dysfunctionality of the children’s mesosystem or the

relationship between two microsystems namely children’s home and school is also noticeable in
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this study. This is evident as the teacher does not supply the homework which is regarded as the
main reading materials for the parents to assist their children’s ESL reading. Such a circumstance

might deter the development of students” ESL learning.

Walker et al. (2005) also stated that invitations from school or teachers would influence the
involvement of the parents. In this study, the parents perceived that they struggled to understand
the school system, particularly the way their children were assessed. They were also unsure about
their children’s ESL performance at school and were confused by aspects of the teacher’s
instructional practices such as the unused schoolbooks and the instructive language applied in the
ESL lessons. Besides that, the parents did not receive invitations to meetings or activities related
to their children’s ESL learning. Moreover, the parents did not know how to talk to the relevant
ESL teacher. The findings suggest that there was a lack of communication between parents and
teachers. It can be predicted that parental involvement would be more evident if invitations from
the school or teachers were made more available for the parents. In relation to Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological model of human development, the lack of communication between parents and teacher
in this study reflects how the mesosytem is not functioning effectively. The mesosystem here
consists of two microsystems surrounding the children namely the parents and the teacher
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). As Coleman observed, “Children’s development and education are
supported best when there are frequent and strong linkages among their microsystems” or the
children’s mesosystem (Coleman, 2013, p. 50). When the two ties are not strong, as it seems here
in the lack of communication between parents and teacher, children’s learning development could
be hindered.

In addition, invitations from children were also a factor that determined the involvement of the
parents in this study. A few parents’ reported that they felt that their children undermined their
ability to assist them in English. Many of them also felt that their children always gave excuses
during study time. Such factors seemed to limit parental involvement in their children’s ESL
learning. This discovery speaks to Walker et al.’s (2005) proposition that parental involvement is
also influenced by children’ requests and the opportunities that the parents have to interact with

their children.
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Turning now to what the parents say about the experience of trying to help their children with
homework, and the reluctance of the child to receive this help, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model
of human development highlights the dynamics relationship between the developing individual
and the integrated, multilevel ecology of human development (Lerner, 2005, p. ix). One such
dynamic relationship is, of course, that between children (as developing individuals) and their
microsystems, namely parents. This person-context relatedness component (Tudge, Gray &
Hogan, 1997) suggests that children also influence the developing contexts surrounding them, or
“the child also influences those who influence him” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. 28). The findings
show that children were reluctant to be assisted by their parents. This is a good example, therefore,
of the “person” element in the newer versions of Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development
specifically. Here, the children themselves influence how their parents’ act, which then feeds back
to impact on the children’s ultimate learning. Using Bronfenbrenner’s language, the children’s
“force characteristics” (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006) has influenced the way they behave to
their parents. The children might not have a lot of motivations and persistence to learn at home
because they also had a lack of “resource characteristics” namely resources in terms of having
access to materials in English at home, including supporting adults. The children felt that their
parents had limitations in understanding English thus reducing their desire to be helped by their
parents. In turn, the parents were not able to offer more assistance to their children. Thus, this
finding reveals how the characteristics of the children influence their parents’ interaction with

them, in line with Bronfenbrenner’s ideas.

In short, the findings of this study have revealed multiple ways in which the parents worked with
their children at home by detailing the home reading activities they undertook with their children,
and their beliefs and perceptions about the children’s learning and the home environment. Since
virtually no studies have researched struggling readers’ experiences at home in Malaysia by
looking at the way their parents work with them, the findings mainly relate to the literature from
international studies. Moreover this study revealed details of how parents and children engaged in
ESL learning activities which are yet to be found in extant research focused on the Malaysian
context. The challenges facing the parents were also discussed, again mainly with respect to past
studies conducted outside Malaysia, since, again, little in the way of related literature can be found

in the local setting.
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5.4 Struggling Readers’ Engagement with Their ESL Reading (Sub-RQ 1.3)

Three themes will be discussed in this section, namely perceptions of ESL, and challenges and
perceptions regarding the classroom learning experience.

541 Perceptions of ESL

The findings from this study revealed that all the participating struggling readers perceived English
to be important. This echoes the students’ perspectives in other past studies, both locally (Mat &
Yunus, 2014) and internationally (Araos, 2015; Betty, 2016; Inostroza, 2018; Jin et al., 2014;
Nikolov, 1999; Ruzane, 2013). In my opinion, however, most of the reasons are oriented towards
‘school’ or ‘academic’ purposes such as to become knowledgeable (Jin et al., 2014; Ruzane, 2013),
to be able to learn things taught in the classroom, to be liked by the teacher, to answer examination
questions, to attain good marks in examinations and to get rewards for good marks. Besides that,
the students in this study also stated that English was necessary to achieve their ambitions (Mat &
Yunus, 2014; Ruzane, 2013). Although a few students mentioned the importance of English on
account of its widespread use throughout the world (Jin et al., 2014; Ruzane, 2013), and thus the
need to use English when one grows up, they did not specify how people could use the language
in practice. This contrasts with the studies by Inostroza (2018) and Araos (2015), where students
stated actual uses of English including listening to music, travelling, communicating with people
from different ethnic groups and sharing knowledge with family members (Nikolov, 1999;
Ruzane, 2013). Further, none of the students in this study stated personal satisfaction as the reasons
why English was perceived as necessary by them (Betty, 2016; Ruzane, 2013). In my view the
findings suggest that although the students in this study valued English or were aware of the
importance of English, they might be exposed to the English language mainly from the teacher in
the classroom. As such, their views regarding the importance of English were focused on what
they felt was practical to be accomplished within the classroom and school settings. Besides that,
it is also interesting to note that the findings of this study contrasts with the study by Cheng et al.
(2016) regarding the low attaining students in the Malaysian primary classroom who reported that

they could not see any relevance of English to their life.
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In addition, all the students expressed that they liked learning English which agrees with the
findings of many other studies conducted previously (Betty, 2016; Hashim, 2016; Hsieh, 2011;
Mat & Yunus, 2014; Inostroza, 2018; Nikolov, 1999). None of the students, however, regarded
English as their favourite or preferred subject, in contrast to the studies by Betty (2016) and
Nikolov (1999). The findings suggest that the students might have difficulty in learning the subject
although they admitted that learning English was fun. Another interpretation is that the students’
interests in learning English might be affected by external influences rather than internal factors.
This is further substantiated by another finding discovered in this study: that the students reported
that their enjoyment in respect to learning the language was influenced by people close to them
such as their parents, teacher and friends. In particular, the students in this study explained that
their parents told them or advised them to go to school, to learn English and to be a good student.
Another reason for learning English stated by the students was because of the teacher of the
subject. These findings echo the studies by Betty (2016), Hashim (2016), Mat and Yunus (2014),
Nikolov (1999) and Ruzane (2013). Students in this study also felt that their teacher was a nice
person who did not scold the students and gave good advice to them which is quite similar to the
findings of the study by Mat and Yunus (2014) which showed that the students felt that the teacher
did not embarrass them in the class. However, a contrasting finding was found in the study by
Cheng et al. (2016) who found that low attaining students did not like learning English and also
disliked their English teacher. Apart from that, the students also reported having friends who were
nice, who they could talk to and learn together as their reason for fondness in learning English.
The findings suggest that the role of other people around them is very important for these

struggling readers.

54.2 Challenges Facing the Students

The students in this study also talked about their challenges in relation to learning ESL. Firstly, all
the students stated that they had infrequent ESL reading activities with their parents at home. A
similar finding is also reported by Mat and Yunus (2014). The students in this study further stated
that their encounters with English only normally occurred at school, as was also conveyed through

their drawings. Similar findings were obtained from low-attaining students in the study by Cheng
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et al. (2016) and some students in the study by Ruzane (2013), who reported that they did not have
a supportive ESL learning environment at home. One student also mentioned that additional
support from private tutoring might be helpful for his learning. This lack of activities at home may
have a negative impact on children who need a supportive learning environment to thrive in their

ESL learning.

Secondly, the students also perceived ESL as difficult, a similar finding to the low-attaining
students in the study by Cheng et al. (2016) and participating students in the studies by Hsieh
(2011), Ruzane (2013) and Tepfenhart (2011). They perceived themselves as unable to read in
English, except for one student who said he could read a little English. A previous study by Garrett
(2012) also evidenced that struggling readers perceived themselves as non-readers. The students
in this study further mentioned that they thought they could only achieve the ability to read in
English when they are clever, for example when they obtained good marks or gained first place in
examinations. Additionally, they felt that they could read when they progressed to the next higher
level at school. One student also stated that he would only be able to read English when he grew
up, a similar point made by the students in a study by Ruzane (2013).

The explanation given by the students showed that they based their achievement and ability in ESL
reading on what has been set by the school. Such an explanation also portrays that the students felt
that ESL reading was not something attainable for them at the moment when they are in that
particular class or year level. Additionally, the responses given by the students illustrated that they
were aware of their position as struggling readers as set by the school, which could have an impact
on their aspirations in learning English. This argument could also be strengthened by the fact that
all the students were learning together in a low-attaining class.

To relate this finding to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development (1977; 1979),
the children’s macrosystem is the outermost level in Bronfenbrenner’s conception of the ecological
system surrounding the child (1977; 1979). The macrosystem encompasses a belief system,
cultural values and norms of a society (Hayes et al., 2017; Krishnan, 2010). In this study, children
were ‘taught’ in one way or another the meaning of good readers and non-readers from what has

been long believed by many people and has long been practised by particular institutions until they
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subconsciously become the norms and values of the society. The repetitive messages that the
children receive across the range of individuals that they interact with, such as parents and teachers,
and the institutions they are part of, such as their school and assessment systems, shape the
children’s self-perceptions and beliefs about their own current performance and future

opportunities.

The third challenge perceived by the students was they believed that English was associated with
difficult words that they could not read and comprehend. Problems in understanding the English
words or what is being read, were also reported by some students in previous studies (Garrett,
2012; Hsieh, 2001; Li, 2004; Wiggs, 2012). Difficulty in spelling words was also stated by one
participant in this study, similar to what was faced by some students in the studies by Lee (2004)
and Wiggs (2012). These difficulties were manifested during the lessons in the students’
disconnection from the teaching and learning sessions, including playing alone or with their
friends, disturbing friends, chattering and looking blankly as if they were day-dreaming.
Conversely, the hard word challenge that the students reported was evident in their struggle during
the reading aloud activity. Similar to Wiggs (2012), the students in this study also associated their
lack of comprehension with forgetfulness as a few of them said they had forgotten what they read
or learnt in the classroom. The difficulty faced by the students might also come from the
differences between home and school learning. This seemed to be borne out by the findings in
respect to the teacher and the parents.

54.3 Perceptions Regarding the Classroom Learning Experience

Another aspect discussed by the students in this study was their perceptions of the ESL classroom
learning experience. In terms of positive experiences, all the students admitted that they liked
activities that involved them in doing something active such as writing. Findings from past studies
by Ruzane (2013), Hsieh (2001) and Nikolov (1999) also revealed that the children preferred more
active tasks. This included writing among other activities, as stated by the students in this study,
but could also include other activities such as games and songs. In addition, all the students also
liked receiving rewards from the teacher. Similar findings were found in previous studies by

Nikolov (1999) and Ruzane (2013). Moreover, the use of materials by the teacher such as the big
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book and pictures was also liked by one and four students, respectively. These findings were
similar to the studies by Hashim (2016) and Betty (2016), who discovered that the materials
utilised by the teacher played an important role in attracting students’ interest to learning English.
Aspects of teaching method was also mentioned by a student, namely the use of the first language
(Malay) through code-switching in the lessons, which they found helpful to make them understand

the message that the teacher was trying to deliver (Ruzane, 2013)

In terms of negative experiences, all the students expressed their dislike of simply repeating the
teacher. The findings echo the perceptions held by the students in the study by Jin et al. (2016),
but contrasts with some of the students’ perceptions in the study by Ruzane (2013). Reasons such
as being tired, bored and wanting to do other activities were given by the students for not their
dislike of doing the drilling activity repeatedly. The findings suggest that the students preferred
activities that required them to participate in the learning activity, rather than just being passive
receivers or listeners. These findings appear plausible as children have short attention spans
(Harmer, 2012), therefore activities need to be varied to avoid non-participating behaviour
(Ruzane, 2013).

Children also talked about their dislike of using one particular material, the HFW list. They found
it difficult and challenging, with too many words listed. Additionally, a few of the students
mentioned the learning environment, namely noisy friends that had disturbed them. Similar
findings were reported by the students in the study by Mat and Yunus (2014) who felt
uncomfortable with noisy friends. The findings suggested that the students needed a more
supportive environment to learn in the classroom. One student did not like the activity that required
her to read aloud in the classroom as she felt shy making mistakes (Ruzane, 2013; Tepfenhart,
2011) and was worried that this would be noticed by her friends and lead to her being teased by
them (Mat & Yunus, 2014; Ruzane, 2013).

Some students articulated the kind of lesson they wished they could have in the classroom. This

included playing activities, and incorporating games and their favourite books, English cartoons

and songs into the lessons. The findings concurred with the studies by Araos (2015) and Inostroza
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(2018), in which the participating students talked about their ideal classroom activities which

included playing (Araos, 2015) and games (Inostroza, 2018).

To summarise, the overall findings imply that the students’ interests are influenced by external
factors such as materials and methods of teaching as well as parents, teachers and friends rather
than from internal or self-driven interest and motivation. Additionally, the findings suggest that
students’ voices, interests and home experience are not really acknowledged by the teacher which
denies the benefits recommended by Barkhuizen (1998), Breen (1989), Fanselow (1992), Garrett
(2012), Kumaravadivelu (1991), Mamun (2015), Noursi (2013), Nunan (1988), Rudduck (1996)
and Wiggs (2012). Most findings are supported by international studies since there has been very

little research conducted into ESL struggling readers’ perceptions in the Malaysian context.

5.5 Discontinuities Between Home and School

A number of discrepancies were evident between the perceptions of the ESL teacher and those of
the participating parents. One notable discontinuity was that both parties had different views on
homework (Li, 2004). In this study, all the parents perceived homework as the main learning
activity that they conducted with their children at home. The parents also professed to be
committed to the homework and expected more homework to be provided because they perceived
homework as necessary both to help their children do revision with ESL reading and for the parents
to communicate with the curriculum; and, crucially, as their household’s main opportunity to
access ESL reading resources. On the other hand, the teacher believed that homework was not
essentially helpful since she assume, based on prior experience, that parents would be unable or
unwilling to cooperation to ensure the homework was done. Accordingly, the teacher rarely set
homework for the students. This seemed to have a negative effect on the students’ experience
because the parents depended on homework as the main activity to do with their children. In
addition, the involvement of other family members in supporting students with homework
demonstrated that parents who were deemed incapable by the teacher could outsource the learning

to other family members.
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The second set of discontinuities regarded the instructional method (Li, 2004). The findings of this
study revealed that in the ESL classroom the students learnt ESL reading largely by using the
whole word approach. The phonics approach was not utilised by the teacher because she believed
that the children were not exposed to the approach. Besides, she herself was not very confident to
apply the approach within the teaching and learning sessions. In contrast, it was discovered that
chanting alphabets (highlighting individual letters of alphabets) and learning to read English by
using phonics instruction were among the activities conducted by the parents at home. This
disjunction might have a negative effect on students’ learning experiences because the child’s
home experience was not included by the teacher as part of the applied method. In addition, the
teacher also focused on the whole class approach, whereas it was reported that the children
received one-to-one support from their parents at home. Such a mismatch might pose an
uncomfortable experience for the children in learning ESL. Apart from that, a few parents utilised
technology as learning resources for their children’s ESL learning. Similarly, all children
encountered technology in their daily life by themselves, through playing games and watching
cartoons. This contrasted with the classroom experience where technology was deemed
inappropriate by the teacher for classroom management reasons. The exclusion of technology in
the classroom might have a negative effect on the children’s learning regarding ESL and their
participation in the classroom. Moreover, while learning in the classroom, the questions were
largely posed by the teacher as the teaching and learning focused on teacher-centred activity. In
contrast, while learning at home, the children had opportunities to pose questions to their parents
to get clarification on anything particular that interested them. Additionally, children have choices
in relation to their learning activity, including engaging their interest towards particular cartoons,
songs, food or pictures, with these often being indulged by their parents. Such a mismatch between
learning at home and school is also explained in previous studies by Heath (1983) or Li (2004).

The third discontinuity concerned the lack of communication between parents and teacher (Li,
2004; Ruzane, 2013). Although the parents and teacher each seemed to be genuinely concerned
with the children’s ESL learning, neither party discussed the children’s learning progress,
difficulties and such like with the other. Efforts that the parent put, supports that the parents tried
to give and the problems faced by the parents were never discussed with the teacher. The parents

were also left wondering about the books that were not utilised by the teacher, the way English
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was taught in the classroom, including whether English was used as a medium of instruction, the
ways in which the children were being assessed at school and the ways to keep themselves updated
with the children’s progress. The teacher also had little knowledge about her students’ home life
experiences and simply assumed that the parents would be uninterested in supporting their
children’s ESL learning. In the Malaysian school context, parent-teacher meetings usually involve
the children’s class teacher who taught Malay language as a compulsory subject to the students.
This class teacher is thus the principal teacher in terms of maintaining the overall performance
record of the children. Thus, the parents did not have the opportunity to talk to their English
teacher. That is possibly a significant reason for any misunderstandings that occurred between both

parties.

5.6 Differences in Perspectives Expressed between Teacher and Students

The findings revealed that the students had positive perceptions towards English. They also
expressed that they liked learning English and that they liked their teacher. In addition, the students
thought that English was necessary for a variety of reasons. However, the teacher held negative
viewpoints about the students in terms of their interest and participation in the classroom. The
teacher perceived the students as having a low interest in learning English by observing the way
they learned in the classroom. This appeared to be confirmed by the students, as they expressed

difficulties and boredom through disengaged behaviour or through non-participating behaviour.

Such a disengagement the students displayed however, mirror the poor teaching technique, among
others, that simply did not engage the students. For example, the teacher believed that drilling was
the best instructional method to be used with the students, but the students were robustly
uninterested in the excessive use of this method. Students also talked about liking other forms of
activities. The students also wished to have activities in the forms of songs, games or cartoons or
using their favourite books in the reading lessons. Additionally, the students’ drawings also
illustrated their reading experience in the classroom which centred on the routine observed in the
classroom. This included reading with the teacher by using pictures, children sitting at their
respective places, and the teacher standing and talking in front of the class to deliver the lessons

to the students. Such a practice could also reflect the normal way of how teaching and learning is
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conducted in their classroom. The teacher has always usually been perceived as the main person
to teach the students, which could also lead to the passive role of the students in the classroom. As
mentioned previously, the students expected to have a ‘better’ experience that included their

interests, and what they did at home with their parents and family.

Having discussed the findings of the study, the next sub-section will explore the theoretical

implications of the study.

5.7 Theoretical Discussion of the Findings

This section explains how the three theories discussed in (2.2) are utilised in this study to explain
the socio-cultural contexts that influence children’s learning development and attainment in ESL.
Particularly, this section relates the findings of the study to the cognitive and sociocultural theories

of reading and to the ecological model of human development of Bronfenbrenner (1979).

From the findings, the teacher in this study entirely adopted the top-down reading model
(Goodman, 1976; Prasad et al.,, 2016) that is in line with cognitive or psycholinguistics
perspectives of reading. The focus in the lessons aimed to make sense of what was written rather
than sounding out the written language (Smith, 1994). The findings also suggested that the bottom-
up reading model (Gough, 1972) was completely neglected by the teacher. That is to say, the
teaching of reading did not focus on the process of “building phonemic awareness, which helps
discriminate sounds in English, and then moving on to learning the relationship between the sounds
and letters in order to decode words” (Shin & Crandall, 2019, p.189). As the value of such a model
is substantial, the lessons could not be effectively delivered to the students. In addition, combining
both models as explained earlier (which is termed the interactive model) could be the best way to
assist the struggling readers in this study (August & Shanahan, 2006; National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development, 2000; Hakimi et al., 2014). By acknowledging and integrating
the bottom-up reading model into the teacher’s present practice, students could benefit more from

their learning.
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Besides that, the use of instructional materials and reading texts that reflected the students’ cultural
background was in line with schema theory (McDonough, 1995; Harmer, 2007). For instance, the
pictures employed by the teacher in each lesson could help the students activate their background
knowledge or past experiences (Pardede, 2008). In addition, the teacher began the lesson by
introducing the words of the day with their meanings, which could also activate the students’
schema (Prasad et al., 2016). That was the only method included as an activity before reading,
however, and no further discussion about the reading text was conducted through the course of the
lessons (Aebersold & Field, 1997; Urquhart & Weir, 1998).

In my opinion, the strategies utilised by the teacher during the lessons might be insufficient to
activate and build the students’ schema. Due to insufficient schema and “coherent explanation of
objects and events mentioned in a discourse” (Anderson, 1994, p.473), students might face
difficulties in understanding the lessons being taught by the teacher (Mokotedi, 2012; Scott, 2001).
In other words, comprehension, one main component and goal of reading might not be successfully
developed. Although the teacher highlighted the comprehension elements that she sought to
achieve from her teaching method, the lessons predominantly focused on the words in the sentence.
The students could have benefitted more from the lessons if attention were drawn to whole
sentences or text. Apart from that, being able to pronounce the words correctly did not necessarily
secure understanding among the students. From my observation there were students who could
read some words when asked by their teachers, but they could not complete the written task
correctly. This suggests that the students had inadequate comprehension to figure out the meaning
of sentences or texts that they had read as the focus was given mainly to their oral language

practice.

The findings also imply that the students’ sociocultural background was not fully integrated into
the teaching and learning. Although the use of reading texts and instructional materials were
pertinent to the students’ cultural setting, and could assist activate the students’ schema, the teacher
did not incorporate some of the students’ preferred activities and home activities into the teaching
and learning. In schema theory, it is essential to be aware of what the students’ previous
experiences entail or what the students take along to a new experience (Pardede, 2008). Similarly,

Vygotsky (1978), in his social constructivist theory, has argued that scientific concepts need to be
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built based on everyday concepts. In other words, the academic knowledge that the children are
expected to acquire at school needs to be built based on the students’ personal experiences that

they gained outside school.

Furthermore, according to Vygotsky (1978) in his social constructivist theory, learning is a social
process that accentuates the roles of other people such as teachers, family members and friends in
mediating the learning process (Moll, 1990; Ebrahimi, 2015). The findings of this study suggest
that the students have limited opportunities to learn as they are positioned in a low attaining class
in which most of the students share similar issues in terms of reading attainment, motivation and
behaviour. This means that the students might not be able to learn from one another, to
communicate with each other and build up their knowledge. The students in the study had scarce
opportunities for teacher-student or student-student interactions as the main focus was on drilling
of language items, specifically in teaching vocabulary. In addition to that, the students were not

exposed to many learning opportunities at home.

Apart from infrequent learning activities that transpired, and the limited capacity of English that
the parents possessed, the students did not have extensive literacy resources to assist their learning
process. In social constructivism, it is argued that knowledge construction happens between people
and social environments (Vygotsky, 1978). That is to say, students’ knowledge is reliant on
communications or collaborations with other people and their environments prior to the
internalisation process occurring (Amineh & Asl, 2015; Roth, 2000). Moreover, “the opportunities
that learners have, impacts on how literacy is achieved” (Pillay, 2018, p.35). As a result, the
students might not be able to develop their reading ability further because they had inadequate
support from more knowledgeable people surrounding them, namely the teacher, parents and

friends, as well as from other tools such as the learning resources available at home.

Furthermore, the findings also revealed that the teacher applied the whole class approach and there
were few opportunities for the students to interact with the teacher, or each other. According to
social constructivist theory, children function as active learners (Lee, 2016; Schunk, 2008). They

learn through communication with others which could be more likely to happen if they are
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positioned in small groups and receive scaffolding on their identified current knowledge, or ZPD

in the classroom (Wiggs, 2012).

Additionally, the students in this study expressed their interest towards English. This seemed to be
influenced by their teacher, parents, friends and particular instructional methods in the classroom.
This discovery is in line with constructivist theory which asserts that the people and environment
around students affect students’ motivations towards learning (Harmer, 2007; Li et al., 2019).
Furthermore, students in this study also recognised themselves as poor readers and thought that
they could not possibly be able to read until they achieved a certain quality, attained a certain mark
in exams or moved on to the next level in school. Such a negative connotation advocates that the
reading experience is socially connected, shaped by the teacher’s opinions or the school system,
and that this affects the way they perceived themselves. This finding is also in accordance with
social constructivist theory which highlights that motivations are influenced by what surrounds the
students. In short, the findings of this study are aligned to social constructivist theory: the students’
actions, perceptions and achievements are products of the social process that they experience
(Pritchard & Woolard, 2010).

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development (1979) puts an emphasis on the
importance of the contextual elements within which children develop. Specifically, children’s
development occurs within the context of a range of interdependent interactions between the social
and contextual elements that surround children. Various individuals, parties and institutions play
a role in influencing children’s growth. Bronfenbrenner articulates this by conceptualising
different levels of the surrounding ecosystem, namely microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and
macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In addition to that, Bronfenbrenner also believed that

children are active players in their own development.

In Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development, the microsystem is the innermost
circle in which children live (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Children spend most of their time with
multiple individuals directly connected to them in the immediate environment. These include
parents, family, teachers and friends who the children frequently meet. The interactions that

happen between children and these individuals will influence how those children develop. For
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instance, the parents in this study faced many challenges, ranging from time constraints,
insufficient knowledge and low confidence to assist their children’s ESL learning at home. In
addition to that, children had scarce access to ESL learning materials at home and little opportunity
to use electronic gadgets such as tablet computers as an educational tool to learn English. Due to
such circumstances, children lacked exposure to English and had insufficient support at home.

Altogether, these challenges in the microsystem affect the children’s ESL reading development.

Besides the home, school is another immediate setting or microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979)
since children also spend a lot of time at school. In this setting, children socialise with other
children and are educated through interaction with adults (Coleman, 2013). This study revealed
that many of the teacher’s teaching practices were not effective at promoting reading acquisition
(e.g. Dubeck et al., 2012). This condition could put the children’s ESL learning development at

risk.

The way children react to individuals in their microsystem will also affect the way the children are
treated in return. This is in line with Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006), who state that “force
characteristics” which encompass children’s motivation and perseverance, and ‘resource
characteristics”, which include the privilege of getting support with English at home through
materials and help from individuals, can all influence students’ experience in their microsystems.
For instance, in this study, children were reluctant to get assistance from their parents because they
had a lack of “force characteristics” that might stem from the lack of “resource characteristics”,

resulting ultimately in the non-cooperative behaviour reported by the parents.

The mesosystem in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development (1979) has been
described as “[A]n individual’s relationships in every setting are impacted by relationships in other
settings in that individual’s life. There is . . . a chain of activity that individuals drag with them
across microsystems” (Slesnick et al., 2007, p. 1238). In this study, two microsystems were
identified as the influential factors in children’s learning development, namely teacher and parents.
The partnership between these two parties in two settings, school and home, have a significant
impact on children’s learning growth. Bronfenbrenner also refers to such an interrelation (1979)

as “inter-setting communications” (p. 210) “through which dialogues are maintained and
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knowledge is exchanged” (Luff, 2020, p. 19). In this study, it is discovered that the parent-teacher
relationship was not established well. The lack of communication between both parties left the
teacher making judgments about the parents that were probably erroneous. In particular, the
teacher believed that parents were not interested in their children’s learning and lacked
understanding of the current education system. On the other hands, parents wondered about the
teacher’s teaching practices in the ESL classroom and did not know how to meet the ESL teacher.

Thus, the children’s mesosystem was not functioning well to support learning development.

Furthermore, the exosystem is another level of Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development
(1979) that influences the students’ ESL learning growth, although indirectly. Children do not
participate directly in the social systems that comprise the exosystem. For example in this study,
the teacher faced a number of challenges with the policies that have been set by the different
organisations in the government such as the Ministry of Education and District Education Office.
In particular, the teacher had little knowledge about the phonics method of instruction, had not
received teaching aids that were developed in the course she attended previously and had no
teaching assistants to help her in the classroom. Moreover, the teacher also talked about the
inefficient assessment system, with examinations held too close to each other, affecting both
students and the teacher. All these challenges reported by the teacher transpire in the children’s
exosystem, as it involves certain agencies who the teacher deals with. Such challenges hampered
the teacher’s capacity to develop more effective teaching practices in the ESL struggling readers’

classroom.

Another example from the exosystem level that has indirect influence on children’s developmental
outcomes is the parents’ workplace. For instance, most parents in this study had to handle busy
working hours in daily life, which made it difficult for them to spend quality time with their
children. The parents’ working hours flow from their workplaces’ policies, and although these do
not have any direct relationship to the children, it still has a negative impact on those children’s
ESL learning development.

Finally, the macrosystem is also part of the Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human

development (1979), and involves the societal and cultural beliefs of particular subjects (Hayes et
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al, 2017; Krishnan, 2010). Although the macrosystem is the most distal level of this ecological
theory, it is undeniable that macrosystem still has a big influence on children’s learning
development (Thor 2016). For example, in this study, students’ perceptions and definitions about
successful readers are shaped by their surroundings. They relate being a good reader to getting
high marks and good grades that are necessarily achieved through examinations. Such a belief
could inculcate negative self-perceptions within the children, affecting their ESL learning
development. Additionally, the impact of religious practices of teaching the Quran has guided a
default learning method of reading in the ESL classroom. Specifically, the teacher employed
drilling techniques extensively that the students were not really interested in. Such a circumstance

might hinder the children’s ESL reading development.

5.8 Implications

The discussion in this chapter suggests some implications of this study for the system surrounding
struggling readers in the Malaysian context. One needs to be cautious, however, about the
applicability of these implications for other parts of the country which might experience different
issues (Dubeck et al., 2012). This is because findings from a case study such as this are not meant
to be generalisable; after all, they are tied to the experiences of individuals who are in a particular

setting.

In this section, | offer the relevant implications of these findings, which are divided into three
categories: implications for the home-school relationship, implications for educational policy, and;

implications for educators in understanding struggling readers.

5.8.1 Implications for the Home-School Relationship

The findings of this study suggest that the home-school relationship needs to be strengthened and
reinforced. Although such a partnership has been in place in Malaysian schools for many years, in
my opinion a ‘true’ understanding of the concept and a ‘true’ implementation is still in its infancy,
and normally restricted to the PTA, parent-teacher meetings or raising funds for schools, which is

usually undertaken annually (Harji, 2016).
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In this study, while all of the parents showed an interest in their children’s ESL literacy learning,
they also reported circumstances that impeded their ability to participate more in their children’s
learning. | would therefore like to draw upon the suggestions put forward by Arias and Morillo-
Campbell (2008) regarding how parents can be supported to get involved with their children’s ESL
literacy learning. Based on Epstein’s (2001) six typologies of parental involvement, Arias and
Morillo-Campbell (2008, p. 13) propose several ways in which parents of children whose first
language is not English can be facilitated. These recommendations are adapted to suit the needs of

struggling readers in the Malaysian context. The suggestions include:

1- Helping parents with parenting skills and with ways to establish a home environment that
supports the learning of ESL reading;

2- Establishing two-way communication to inform parents about school programmes and
students’ progress in ESL reading;

3- Getting parents involved as volunteers or audiences in teaching episodes in the classroom;

4- Generating realistic ideas on how parents can get involved with their children’s ESL
reading activities at home, including suitable books needed for children;

5- Getting parents to be more involved in school decision making through the PTA; and

6- Cooperating with relevant parties, such as non-government organisations, to support school

ESL reading programmes, including support for parents.

Aris and Morillo-Campbell (2008) also suggest the integration of parents’ cultural backgrounds
into the above recommendations. This can be done by empowering parents, as also stated by Torres
and Castafieda-Pefia (2016). Teachers should perceive parents as facilitators in the process of
learning the language, and value the possible parental assistance with students’ home learning.
Teachers can also invent pedagogical spaces and take parents on board so that parents may develop

their self-confidence and turn out to be more valuable in the process of ESL learning.

Secondly, the school party can support families through education programmes for parents, an
aspect further highlighted by Aris and Morillo-Campbell (2008). In the Malaysian context, Majid
et al. (2005) believed that there is evident need for a family literacy programme, both in order to

impart parents with relevant knowledge, and so that parents’ own practices, skills and aptitudes at
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home can also be integrated and strengthened. For example, in this study, schools can capitalise
on parental roles concerning homework (Torres and Castafieda-Pefia, 2016). Moreover, parents
can be enlightened that the use of technology should be perceived as an educational tool rather
than simply an entertainment tool. A few scholars such as Goldenberg and Gallimore (1991), Harji
(2016) and Koskinen et al. (2000) have explained that involving parents in the children’s ESL can
be done by sending literacy resources such as storybooks to be read together, as this has proved to
be significant to the students’ reading attainment. Other practices outlined in previous studies such
as reading billboards or cereal boxes can also be suggested as part of the learning activities at
home. By expanding the parents’ understanding of the various ways in which they can engage with
their children’s ESL learning, they would feel that ESL learning is not about simply doing
homework and reading books. As such, they can make the most out of their limited time with the

children.

Thirdly, communication between both parties that highlights the linguistically and culturally
appropriate practice is also essential. Although teacher and parents share the same language, the
communication process between both parties can further be improved. From my experience as a
parent and as a schoolteacher, the parent-teacher meeting which is carried out in the Malaysian
schools normally has a session whereby a class teacher hands students’ academic results to the
parents. Very rarely are parents advised how they can help with their children’s learning at home.
This is because teachers are not trained to include discussions on parental participation in their
children’s learning. The meeting could be performed more effectively if it became a platform for
parents and teachers to listen to each other’s expectations and exchange ideas, as well as a platform
to explain practical ways on how family members can support students at home. In fact, this agenda
should become a priority in efforts to promote parental involvement in children’s ESL literacy
learning. Through a strong collaboration, teachers can learn more about the children, which will
assist their interactions with children and teaching and learning in the classroom (Kirkwood, 2016).
When the quality of this cooperation improves, it offers many advantages to all parties including
teachers, parents and students (Hampden-Thompson & Galindo, 2017). Further, by facilitating a
dialogue between parents and teachers, both parties can “find ways of understanding each other’s

problems and supporting each other effectively” (Ruzane, 2013, p.132).
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Furthermore, in the Malaysian context, during parent-teacher meetings, other subject teachers such
as the ESL teacher are not present because they are usually in other classrooms, functioning as a
class teacher to meet other parents. Besides such formal meetings, non-formal meetings can
therefore be arranged to generate opportunities for parents to communicate with their children’s
ESL teachers (Malik, Rafig, Chaudhry & Fatima, 2019). Other than face-to-face meetings,
interactions can also be done through notes given to the children or by using phone calls or social

media applications (Malik et al., 2019).

Since parents reported that time constraints were one of the challenges they faced, teachers can
discuss with parents the best and most practical ways that they can become involved with their
children’s learning. Among the suggestions that can be made for parents is to involve other family
members to assist the children in learning. Teachers can also discuss with parents about how to
make the most of their time with children to highlight how learning can possibly happen more

regularly or consistently at home.

5.8.2 Implications for Educational Policy

From the findings, it is evident that more support should be provided to teachers, and this could
take many forms. For example, professional development courses on areas that need improvement,
such as phonemic awareness and phonics instructions, sight word knowledge, developing
comprehension thorough suitable strategies, getting into students’ background knowledge, making
the most of the instructional materials, and classroom management are all essential for teachers of
young struggling ESL readers aiming to enhance reading attainment. Schools in Malaysia can also
adopt “training days” program as normally conducted by schools in the UK a few times a year.
Apart from that, provision of online resources (webinars, suggested lesson plans, learning
resources) can be made available formally by the MOE to cater for the teacher’s needs. It is also
important for the MOE to make amendments to the content of teacher training modules to provide
more efficient and better quality teaching.

Moreover, guidance on how the particular methods applied in this study such as drilling and code

switching can be integrated into the ESL classroom and used more effectively during teaching and
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learning also needs to be considered by the MOE (Azman, 2006). In addition, the whole-word
method that is mainly employed by the teacher should be integrated into curriculum planning as
parts of a teaching technique as almost all parents of this study adopted such a technique at home.
Similarly, teachers are more familiar with such an approach. In addition, a mentoring system
among teachers or colleagues at school can also be established to help teachers deliver the
instructions effectively. By equipping teachers with such support, it is hoped that they will be able
to successfully deliver the instructions aligned with the methods that are “understood to promote

reading acquisitions” to children (Dubeck et al., 2012).

The findings revealed that the absence of personnel who are specialised in teaching struggling
readers, and large class sizes, have been challenges affecting the teaching and learning of
struggling readers in the ESL classroom. As a school-teacher myself, I noticed that it is normal for
a Malaysian classroom to have about thirty students or more with one teacher in each class.
Although it is not easy to reduce the class size, the MOE can look into how support can be given
to the teachers. For example, by providing teaching assistants to large classes. Alternatively, by
assigning other teachers to teach together in the same classroom consisting of students who need
more attention, such as the struggling readers in this study. This can probably be done at least once
or twice a week. By having more teachers in the team, assisted by the school administrators they

can possibly organise suitable programmes at the school that include parents.

Besides that, encouragement should be given to teachers to carry out more research in the
classroom to study how effective the methodology they apply in the classroom is. By doing so,
improvements can be made based on the need analysis of the students. Professional development
courses for teachers can include training on research methodology to assist teachers conducting
research on a classroom level. Additionally, in order to have better home-school connections as
elaborated in the previous sub-section (5.8.1), teachers should also be exposed and trained with
the best possible strategies to engage with the parents and the best possible ways to have fruitful
discussions with the parents, which can also be integrated into their professional development

course or included in the curriculum of student-teachers in teacher training colleges (Zhong, 2011).
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Apart from that, it was also found that participating parents never visited the public library. As
suggested by Zhong (2011), public libraries, which serve as a community institution, can
collaborate with schools to give information to parents on the services they provide by
disseminating leaflets or giving talks to parents. Workshops and seminars can also be carried out
for parents to educate them about the home-work balance too. Such efforts could help parents to

increase their understanding and awareness towards the benefits of visiting libraries.

5.8.3 Implications for Educators in Understanding Struggling Readers

The findings of this study suggest that it is essential for teachers of struggling readers to know the
theories of language learning embedded in the teaching methodologies, alongside taking into
consideration individual child differences, dealing with the particular needs of young students and
employing suitable techniques that promote the reading development of those students (Kirkgoz,
2018; Mule, 2014). Long-term consequences might interrupt students’ learning paths if students
do not receive effective instructions. Stanovich (1986) terms this occurrence as “the Matthew
Effect”, demonstrating that “children who experience reading problems tend to fall further behind

their peers over time” (Eveleigh, 2010, p.1).

Besides that, the struggling readers have particular dispositions towards their ESL learning
experiences. For instance, in this study the children express their interests in selective reading
instructions and they behave in particular ways in the reading lessons. Listening to and learning
from children is therefore paramount (Frankel & Brooks, 2018). Stewart (2015) suggested that an
instructional approach could focus on listening to the students rather than constructing assumptions
regarding them. Neglecting students’ voices will not benefit the students’ education (Learned,
2016). He also believed that mistakenly perceiving students’ stress as avoiding work and having
low motivation will only serve to further intensify the struggling readers’ deficient positioning.
Taylor (2012) argued that teachers need to make an effort to inspire and involve students in their
own learning. Such an effort can only be done by first understanding the students’ interests and
recognising students’ voices in the learning process. The students’ voices can be informally sought,
in a manner focused on the way the children feel, about the lessons that they learned, or the

activities they had in the classroom.
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Apart from that, struggling readers may also experience certain types of ESL activity with their
parents at home which are evident in my study. Among others are doing homework, reading a
picture dictionary and watching cartoons. The students have specific familial circumstances and
most of them engage with the television and video games. They also had particular materials that
may never have been thought about by the teacher. Such a diversity requires the teacher and school
to understand the struggling readers’ backgrounds and personalities so that the needs of these
students will be identified.

Getting to know the struggling readers more closely will decrease the likelihood of the teacher
simply classing the children as problematic due to their or their family’s perceived failures. In this
respect, Frankel and Brooks (2018) recommended that educators “build from the resources and
interests that readers already possess” (p.112). The readers’ present language and learning and
first-hand assets need to be identified by the educators. They also need to find the reasons why and
the ways in which these assets can be used in the classroom (Brooks, 2017; Kelly, 2016; Majors,
2014; Rowsell & Kendrick, 2013). Kuchah (2019) further stated that “classroom practices, such
as those promoting interaction and fun, need to be rooted in the sociocultural realities of learners
and, at best, elicited from them” (p.83). Educators play a big role in providing support for policies
and practices to facilitate the struggling readers and their family members by recognising the way
students are supported at home and the way the students perceive their experience in ESL reading.

Additionally, the teacher can set attainable goals for the students to achieve in their ESL reading.
This can help students to feel that they are successful and may acknowledge themselves as good
readers (Wiggs, 2012). Furthermore, such a practice could foster the students’ positive self-
perceptions if they achieve success repeatedly (Wiggs, 20120.

Having discussed the implications of the study, the following chapter elaborates on the conclusions
of the study.
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CHAPTER VI: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1 Introduction

This thesis explores the experiences of ESL struggling readers from the standpoints of a teacher,
parents and students. In order to “produce a manageable and achievable research task” (Silverman,
2013, p.96), | focused on six students, their parents and the class English teacher. | utilised
interviews, focus groups, observations and document collection to garner information from the
participants. 1 present here a full report of the participating students’ learning experiences by
investigating the teacher’s practices, parents’ practices and students’ viewpoints towards their ESL
learning experience. In this chapter, | present the summary of the study by reviewing each chapter,
followed by considering the limitations of the study, recommendations for future studies, while
highlighting the contribution of the study. I also include the reflections that | have made in the
course of my PhD journey. To explain the issues of social, cultural and contextual elements
surrounding struggling readers of English as a second language in the Malaysian classroom, |
utilised the cognitive or psycholinguistic perspectives of reading and the sociocultural perspectives
of reading to highlight ways in which the teacher and parents work with struggling readers at
school and home as well as the struggling readers’ own thoughts regarding their experiences of
learning in the ESL classroom. I also utilised Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human
development to understand the way the environmental contexts interact to influence struggling

readers’ experiences of reading.

What | present in this study is based on my understanding and interpretation of the findings and
my familiarity and know-how with the topics, research practices and applicable literature. Hence,
the ‘story’ that I share in this study is not the only possible explanation of the findings because |
have been influenced by my own perspectives and judgments as well as my social and cultural
positioning. I also construct the interpretations together with my research participants, thus making
the whole process of putting forth the arguments in line with the constructivism, my research
paradigm. Although the findings from this qualitative research could not be widely generalised,
they offer an overview of ESL struggling readers’ experiences by looking at how the parents and

the teacher worked with those readers, the challenges that both parties experienced and the
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perceptions that the students had about ESL, about ESL reading lessons and the challenges they

faced in learning, in one suburban school in Malaysia.

6.2 Summary of the Study

To recap, this thesis is divided into six chapters and each chapter will be summarised in turn in
this section. The study begins with the Introduction section or Chapter One, outlining the
background and justification of the study, research objectives and research questions, the
significance of the study, terminology, overview of the thesis and context of the study. The
Literature Review in Chapter Two is divided into five main headings. It started with examining in
detail the major learning theories and their relevance to ESL learning. It also included
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development and their connections to the children’s
ESL learning development. The section next presented a review of literature related to the school-
based ESL teaching. This section incorporated the aims of reading followed by recommended
methods to teach young struggling readers, approaches to reading, English language teaching
methodologies, instructional materials and challenges facing the teacher. Then, the thesis
continues with a similar review of literature looking at parental contributions highlighting the
components of parental involvement, the influence of cultural, individual and contextual elements
on the parental roles in children’s learning, and the challenges facing the parents. After that,
students’ characteristics and engagement of the ESL lessons were also reviewed, encompassing
perceptions of ESL, challenges facing students and perceptions regarding the classroom learning
experience. In Chapter Three | detail the research paradigm that | adopt in this study as well as
from the research design and research methodology. I include participants’ recruitment process
and ethical considerations before explaining about the trustworthiness criteria of this study. I also
explain the data analysis procedure by describing the process of transcription, the stages of data
analysis and the process of translation. Chapter Four sets out the findings in respect to each
research question. The discussion of the findings is presented in Chapter Five, and Chapter Six
concludes the study by putting forth the limitations, recommendations and contribution of the
study and ends with reflections.
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6.3 Limitations of the Study

All studies face limitations and this study is no exception. Firstly, the study is based on a small
case study within a single suburban primary school. As such, the findings from this study cannot
be reflected as being accurately representative of primary school level ESL struggling readers all
over Malaysia. Nonetheless, the findings can enrich the existing literature on issues related to
struggling readers for whom English is their second language, a group which is immensely under-
researched in Malaysia. Though | acknowledge the benefits of having a large-scale study, there
remains a need for in-depth work such as this. The diverse interpretation of the perceptions and
involvement of parents and students’ with regard to the struggling ESL readers’ experience may
not been disclosed without the potential depth in a case study of the type described in this thesis
(Wyse, Sugrue, Fentiman & Moon, 2014). Once these interpretations have been identified,
however, they can point the way to areas that could later be examined through more large-scale
research so as to establish to what extent the issues identified in this school are, or are not,

replicated elsewhere in Malaysia

Time constraints were another limitation of this study. Due to a few issues during data collection,
| limited the time frame to ten weeks. Prior to the study, | had been looking for potential schools
on the Internet and contacted several schools deemed fit for the purposes of my research. After
several phone calls made to the selected schools, one headmaster from a particular school was
happy to permit me to conduct my research at his school. However, after my first visit to the school,
the teacher who was working with the struggling readers refused to participate because she had
been overwhelmed with other duties and therefore could not commit to the research. She also said
that the school had a tight schedule that would make it difficult for the researcher to carry out
classroom observations. From this experience, | learnt that even though the headmaster is in
control of the school, the study would not be fruitful if the prospective participant teacher did not
consent to the study. | therefore had to spend more time to find another school and gain consent
from the headmaster and English teacher of the school before conducting the study. | needed to
make an appropriate plan to ensure that | could collect my data within the set time frame. Although
the study can only be carried out in a certain time frame, as requested by the headmaster, good

cooperation from the participants combined with research planning allowed me to gather enough
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data to inform my analysis. If | had spent more time within the school, however, | could have done

more classroom observations and thus generated more data.

The third limitation of this study is that it did not involve home visits or observations of children’s
home reading experiences. The findings were obtained mainly from the parents’ interviews. By
asking participating parents to recount examples and provide frequencies, however, parents were

aware of the need to reflect thoroughly on their responses (Lynch, 2008).

The final limitation of this study is the constructivist paradigm that | adopted as the lens by which
this research allows different interpretations of the findings. There could have been “other ways
of hearing, understanding, and interpreting” responses from the participants (Ferrara, 2005, p.230).
Different people have different opinions and might not agree with the way | approached the study
and analysed the findings. Since the focus of this study was to explore and identify the individual
thoughts, practices and experiences, all of which are subjective (Cohen et al., 2007; Yahya, 2014),
similar studies carried out by other researchers with similar participants could yield different
understandings and findings. Having explained the study limitations, the next section will suggest

a few recommendations for future research.

6.4 Recommendations for Future Research

The findings of this study suggest a few opportunities for future research. Firstly, the data from
the study was only collected from struggling readers (and readers who were not necessarily
improving). Future work should repeat this study including a broader range of students: those who
were not struggling and those who had been struggling but who had improved so that they were
not struggling anymore. Such a broader set of data would allow researchers to understand more
clearly what practice needs to be encouraged (i.e. in contrast to my present research which ‘just’
compared the findings in respect to actual practices with the evidence of the effectiveness of those
practices gained from other research). More studies need to be carried out to explore how ESL
children can succeed in learning English and what are effective teaching practices to facilitate the
children’s learning too. Additionally, “while this study gives a window into how parental

involvement in education is enacted in daily life and how it might be helpful to children, it is not
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able to link these practices to each child’s classroom performance” (Zwass, 2014, p.31). Future
studies can therefore investigate aspects of parental involvement that affect the reading success of

struggling readers in the Malaysian ESL classroom.

Besides that, the findings suggest that there is a lack of connection between home and school. It
would therefore be beneficial for future studies to explore such issues in more detail. Such research
could include the feasibility of the practice of a wider home-school connection in ESL Malaysia
primary classrooms or the influence of home-school connections towards ESL children’s

attainment which can hardly be found in the literature.

6.5 Contribution of the Study

The substantial contribution of this study to advancing knowledge is its attempt to address the
social, cultural and contextual factors that influence struggling ESL primary school struggling
readers’ learning development by proposing solutions for practice. This study is the first (to the
best of my knowledge) that involved three main stakeholders of the education system in Malaysia
encapsulating the microsystems of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development,
namely the social systems that are nearest to the children’s daily lives. This is explained through
the examination of the relationship of the children with their parents and the teacher
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Particularly, the focus is placed on the under-researched ESL Malaysian
primary school students and their parents. My study has also examined the ways the teacher and
parents worked with the struggling readers and the students’ engagement towards their ESL
learning experience, highlighting their involvement, challenges and perceptions. Besides that,
from the findings of this study, I also revealed the children’s mesosystem, exosystem and
macrosystem issues. All of these factors create a dysfunctional microsystem. The
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development (1979) highlights on the
interconnectivity of the layers of systems. The flawed in all levels of systems drill down to affect
the children’s learning development. Such a discovery creates a rich holistic understanding of the
total learning environment of these struggling readers and, through this, leads me to identify
implications for the home-school relationship, educational policy and educators in understanding

the struggling readers.

291



The findings from this study can enrich the educators, school administrators and policy makers’
understanding pertaining to the issues affecting struggling readers in the ESL Malaysian classroom
with the hope that there will be an improvement of practice in the system surrounding struggling
readers in the upcoming years. Besides that, in order to make the study more visible, I aim to

disseminate the findings of this study through journal articles or conference publications.

6.6 Reflections

Throughout my PhD journey, | associated my dream to get this thesis accomplished with that of
Stake (1995) who perceived the purpose of research “as not necessarily to map and conquer the
world but to sophisticate the beholding of it” (p.43). What I understand by this quotation is that a
PhD thesis must be ‘good enough’ to make a contribution to academia and not necessarily need to
be able to solve the world’s problems. Although my study involves a small number of participants,
it does make a contribution to the field being studied and I believe that no contribution is too small.
Silverman (2013) asserts that “the point of qualitative research is to say a lot about a little” (p.
328). By having a small sample size | hope | have successfully answered the research questions

and discussed them in a rigorous way.

By accomplishing this study, I also attempted to detach myself from looking at the struggling
readers’ children and their parents as a people with very little interests in education. My
experiences as a school teacher influenced my initial position on how I looked at the parents’
ability to work with their children. It was difficult to get over from the notion of doubting, “Do
those parents care about their children?”” However, undertaking the study has shifted my paradigm
into a broader way of looking at the parents’ practices and efforts to get involved with their
children’s learning in English. I normally perceived low-attaining children as not learning or
having parents who do not have any interest in English, a language which is foreign to them. |
started to understand things differently by talking to the parents and getting closer to them. |
discovered that the parents were interested in their children’s learning with some limitations. | was
so touched with one of the parent participants who genuinely showed her interest in her child’s

learning by asking through WhatsApp messages (a social media application) my opinion about
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suitable books for her child. She also asked me to accompany her to the book shop to choose
suitable materials for her child. Similarly, by listening to the students’ voices, I understood that
these students loved to learn English and preferred to learn it in particular ways despite their

struggles.

Apart from that, reporting in detail on what | did and what happened throughout the research
journey showed me how detailed the process of researching was. | also learned to treat my
participants as invaluable human beings as they played a huge role in the content of this thesis.
They also took part in this study voluntarily and did not receive any monetary benefits. My
positionality and interest in carrying out this study flourished and | became more empathetic
towards these struggling readers’ families too. I undertook a course to get certified in phonics
instruction as | aim to develop family literacy programmes with those underprivileged in my home

country once I finish my PhD.

During the data collection phase method it became evident that the participating parents were
learning about their child’s English reading progress, including their difficulties in reading,
through me as a researcher, rather than directly through the school or teacher. I had not anticipated
this situation prior to the data collection but as it became apparent and as | reflected on the
interview with the teacher that | conducted previously, | came to understand that whilst the school
had established a policy that parents would be informed about their children’s English learning
progress through an online portal, in practice, some parents were not familiar with this system and

were not using it.

In respect to how | then responded, when | was engaging with participating parents and they
expressed a lack of awareness about their children’s English reading attainment, I attempted to
move the conversation on, tried to sound natural and did not interfere with the parents’ responses.
I did this because I was worried that I might influence the parents’ views on the issue, and | did
not want to prejudice the relationship between the parents and the teacher. Reflecting upon this
subsequently, however, | have come to feel that it would have been better for me to discuss this
issue with the teacher; in other words, to inform the teacher that the parents did not know about

their children’s English reading performance at school, suggesting that the teacher and/or the
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school generally might want to consider how that information reached parents, and whether that
process could be improved. In this case, | feel that my initial response was probably not in the best
interests of the children, and this should have been my primary concern. In other words, on the
basis that parents need to have a comprehensive understanding of their child’s progress if they are
to be able to support that child to improve, | should have notified the school that this
communication was not working. This would have had the additional advantage of tactfully
alerting the teacher and the school that parents did appear to be interested in their children’s

learning; which the findings in general suggested the school was not fully cognisant of.

Finally, conducting my research qualitatively has increased my understanding towards research
methods. As I did my master’s degree by using a quantitative approach, conducting qualitative
research was a little challenging to me. I was thinking with a quantitative mindset. By that | mean
that | seemed to want to pin down, very tightly, a pre-existing theoretical framework, and some
kind of ‘accepted’ point by point analysis process. That pushed me into difficulties because it was
essentially impossible with the kind of qualitative rich data, derived from a unique and complex
context that | dealt with. By reading a lot of references, talking to my supervisor and other PhD
students and watching related videos on qualitative studying, | developed a significant amount of

knowledge on how qualitative study can be performed, analysed and interpreted.

On the whole, every individual experiences different things in life with regards to their education,
carrier or social spheres (Frewan, 2015). Such an experience influences one’s thoughts, emotions,
and beliefs of one’s life. For me, the PhD experience has influenced me positively and moulded

me into a more critical and determined person.
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Appendix 5: Interview guide with the teacher

Interview (before the first classroom observation)

Ice-breaking questions related to the teacher’s background information

What is your name?

What name do you go by?

How old are you?

What is your educational background?
What is your working experience?

What subjects are you responsible for?

Questions related to the way teacher works with the struggling readers

366

What is your teaching aspirations?

How long have you been teaching the struggling readers?

Do you think it is vital for young children to read in English?

How do reading lessons usually take place in the classroom?

What are teaching materials that you use while working with those struggling readers?
What references do you refer to teach those struggling readers reading?

What are reading components that you teach those struggling readers in the classroom?
What do you think is the best method to teach reading to those struggling readers?
How the struggling readers are being assessed?

How have those students performed in those assessments?

What is your perceptions towards the struggling readers in this study?

What are the difficulties those struggling readers have in reading?

What are challenges that you faced while working with those struggling readers?

Do you think it is good to involve parents in those struggling readers learning?

What are your hopes towards those struggling readers?

Is there anything else you want to talk about your feelings and experience?

Post-observations interview



* What was the objectives of the lesson?
* How do you think that reading lesson went?
» Questions about particular methods utilised in the observations.

 Is there anything else you want to talk about your feelings and experience?
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Appendix 6: Interview guide with the parents

Ice-breaking questions related to the teacher’s background information

What is your name?

What name do you go by?

How old are you?

How many children do you have?

How old is each child you have?

What birth order is (participating child’s name)?
What is your educational background?

Do you read/write/speak in English?

Where do you live?

What do you do?

Do you mind if I ask how much you earn/ your household income?

Questions related to the way parents work with their child
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What is your working schedule?

What is (participating child’s name) routine?

What does (participating child’s name) like to do?

How do you spend your time with (participating child’s name) at home?

Do you have ESL materials to assist him learning to read in English?

Other resources to help (participating child’s name)’s learning?

Do you take (participating child’s name) to library?

Do you have any problems to find ESL materials to support your child reading?
Do you have computers/laptops or any gadgets at home?

How do you or (participating child’s name) use them?

What activities you do to support (participating child’s name) reading in English?
Where/ When do you carry out the activity?

Do you think it is important for (participating child’s name) to be able to read in English?
How do you support (participating child’s name) in learning to read in English?

Who do you think is responsible to facilitate (participating child’s name) ESL learning?
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What are your opinions about your child’s reading ability in English?

What are your opinions about your child being identified as struggling readers at school?
Do you know how (participating child’s name) is doing at school and how they are being
assessed?

Have you ever attended school programs related to (participating child’s name) ESL
learning?

What are your expectations towards your child’s reading ability?

What are the challenges you face when working with your child?

Is there anything else you want to talk about your feelings and experience?



Appendix 7: Interview guide with the students

Ice-breaking questions related to the students’ background information

What is your name?/ Can each of you introduced your name?
How do you like to be called?

What do you like to do at home?

How did you come to school?

How has your morning been?

Focus group questions related to the students’ perceptions on their learning experiences
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What did you learn in the reading lesson today? (showing the students the reading material
they used in the classroom as a prompt)

Was the lesson easy or difficult for you?

- What was easy or difficult?

What did you like best?

What did you not like best?

I see you (student’s actions) while the teacher (teacher’s actions). Why?
Anything else you want to talk about your classroom experience today?

Can you draw me picture of you reading English at home or in the classroom?
- Why do you draw this?

(Subsequent questions are based on the students’ responses)

- Do you want to tell me about your drawing?

(Subsequent questions are based on the students’ responses)

Do you think English is important?

- Why?

Can you read in English?

Is it easy or difficult to read in English?

What can make you become a good/better ESL reader?

Do you like learning English?

- Why?

Is there anything else you want to talk about your feelings and experience?



Appendix 8: Participation information sheet for the teacher

Participant Information Sheet
1- Research project title

Exploring ‘struggling’ readers in the English as a Second Language (ESL) classroom

2- Invitation

You are being invited to participate in this research project “Exploring ‘struggling’ readers in the
English as a Second Language (ESL) classroom”. Before you decide to do so, it is important you
understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take time to read the
following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. Feel free to ask me if there
is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. Take time to decide whether
or not you wish to take part.

3- What is the project purpose?
This study intends to explore students who are believed to be ‘struggling’ with reading in the
Year 1 ESL classroom based on their LINUS 2.0 results. The study also discusses the underlying
factors that contribute to the positioning of the students as ‘struggling’ readers in their

educational experiences.

4- Why | have been chosen?
You have been chosen because as an English teacher of ‘struggling’ readers, your opinions,
experience and responses are valuable for this study. This study aims to identify factors that
contribute to the positioning of students as ‘struggling’ readers in the ESL Malaysian classroom

by exploring the students, students’ home life and school environment.

5- Do I have to take part?
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part in the research. If you decide to take part you
can keep a copy of this information sheet and you should indicate your agreement to the consent
form attached. You can still withdraw at any time without it affecting you in any way. You do

not have to give a reason.
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6- What will happen to me if | take part?
The researcher will come into one of your reading class, sit on the sidelines to observe how the
reading lesson is being conducted. After that, an interview will be conducted to get clarifications
about things happen in the lesson observed which will take you about 30 minutes. At another
day, one more interview will be carried out which will take you approximately 60 minutes. The
interview session will take place at school, in a room suggested by the headmaster. Both

observation and interview will take place in April.

7- What do | have to do?
If this information is clear and you agree to take part in this study, you can sign the consent form

attached and return it to the researcher.

8- What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?

Participating in this research is not expected to cause you any disadvantages or risks.

9- What are the possible benefits of taking part?
While there are no immediate benefits for those taking part in the research, it is hoped that this
study gives you opportunity to express your opinions about the students who have been
perceived as ‘struggling’ readers in the ESL classroom. The findings from this study is hoped
can enrich educational practitioners’ understandings about the issues affecting ‘struggling’
readers and the role of environmental factors in the perception of students as ‘struggling” with

reading.

10- What happens if the research study stops earlier than expected?
Should the research stop for any unforeseen circumstances, we will inform you the reasons. The

information you have shared in this study will also be destroyed.
11- What if something goes wrong?

If you are not happy with any aspects of this study for example, the interview that you will have,

you can lodge complaints by contacting the research supervisor:
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Dr Mark Payne

The University of Sheffield

School of Education

388 Glossop Road

S10 2JA Sheffield

Email: mark.payne@sheffield.ac.uk

Tel: (+44) (0)114 222 8170
http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/education/staff/academic/paynem

If you think your complaints have not been appropriately managed, you can contact the

University’s Registrar and Secretary, David Hyatt at D.Hyatt@sheffield.ac.uk

12- Will my taking part in this project be kept confidential?
The information that we collect from you can only be accessed by the researcher and supervisor.
The findings will be mainly used for analysis, presented in the thesis and other academic
purposes related to the research such as presentation and publications. Your name and the school
name however will be labelled pseudonym to ensure your anonymity. You will not be identified

in any publications unless you have given your consent.

13- Will I be recorded, and how will the recorded media be used?
Audio recording will be used during the interview. Video recording will be used during the
classroom observation. The information analyzed from the recording will only be used for thesis
writing and other purposes that are associated to the research. The information will be stored
safely and protected with a password that is only known to the researcher. If you need a break
during the interview or classroom observation, you can do so by letting me know. I will pause
the recording device. Also, if you want to withdraw in the middle of the session you are free to

do so and | will delete the previous recording.

14- What type of information will be sought from me and why is the collection of

this information relevant for achieving the research project’s objectives?
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In the interview, you will be asked about your teaching practices and teaching experience.
Furthermore, your opinions about the students being perceived as ‘struggling’ readers based on
the recent LINUS 2.0 result and will be sought. You will also be asking about your expectations
toward the students’ reading performance in the ESL classroom. Your views and explanation are

just what this study is interested in investigating.

15- What will happen to the results of the research project?
The information that you share will be analyzed by the researcher and the information will be
included as part of the researcher’s thesis. The results may also be shared in presentations and
publications. However, your personal information will not be disclosed and will be labelled

pseudonym to ensure your anonymity.

16- Who is organizing and funding the research?
This PhD research is being sponsored by Ministry of Higher Education, Malaysia and Universiti
Sains Malaysia.

17- Who has ethically reviewed the project?
This project has been ethically approved by the School of Education Ethics Review Procedure.
The University’s Research Ethics Committee has monitored the application and delivery of the

University’s Ethics Review Procedure across the University.

18- Contacts for further information

Researcher’s Name: Siti Soraya Lin Abdullah Kamal

Email: sslinabdullahkamall@sheffield.ac.uk

Tel: (+60) 019 2444 366

Address: School of Education,The University of Sheffield, 388 Glossop Road, Sheffield S10
2JA

Supervisor Name: Dr Mark Payne

Email: mark.payne@sheffield.ac.uk

Tel: (+44) (0)114 222 8170

Address: School of Education,The University of Sheffield, 388 Glossop Road, Sheffield S10
2JA

http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/education/staff/academic/paynem
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Please find attached a consent form that you need to sign to show that you have understood this
study and agreed to participate in it. Please return the form to the researcher. | would like to
thank you in advance for your time, cooperation and commitment to make this study a success.

Do contact me for any problems and questions. Thank you.
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Appendix 9: Participation information sheet for the parent

Participant Information Sheet (parents)
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1-

Research project title

Exploring ‘struggling’ readers in the English as a Second Language (ESL) classroom

Invitation

You are being invited to participate in this research project “Exploring ‘struggling’ readers
in the English as a Second Language (ESL) classroom”. Before you decide to do so, it is
important you understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please
take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish.
Feel free to ask me if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more

information. Take time to decide whether or not you wish to take part.

What is the project purpose?

This study intends to explore students who are believed to be struggling with reading in
the Year 1 ESL classroom based on their LINUS 2.0 results. The study also discusses the
underlying factors that contribute to the positioning of the students as ‘struggling’ readers

in their educational experiences.

Why I have been chosen?

You have been chosen because as a parent of ‘struggling’ readers, your opinions,
experience and responses are valuable for this study. This study aims to identify factors
that contribute to the positioning of students as ‘struggling’ readers in the ESL Malaysian

classroom by exploring the students, students’ home life and school environment.

Do I have to take part?
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part in the research. If you decide to take

part you can keep a copy of this information sheet and you should indicate your agreement
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to the consent form attached. You can still withdraw at any time without it affecting you in

any way. You do not have to give a reason.

What will happen to me if | take part?

You need to attend a one to one interview which will take you approximately 30 minutes.
The session will take place in the school canteen in the afternoon. The interview will be
conducted in May 2017.

What do | have to do?

If this information is clear and you agree to take part in this study, you can sign the consent
form attached and return it to the English teacher of your child. You can just pass it on to
your child.

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?

Participating in this research is not expected to cause you any disadvantages or risks.

What are the possible benefits of taking part?

While there are no immediate benefits for those taking part in the research, it is hoped that
this study give you opportunity to voice your attitude of your child being perceived as
‘struggling’ readers in the ESL classroom. You can also share your expectations for your
child’s reading performance and your hopes to the school with regards to your child’s
performance. The findings from this study can enrich the educational practitioners’
understandings about the issues affecting ‘struggling’ readers in the ESL classroom and

the role of environmental factors in the perception of students as ‘struggling’ with reading.

10- What happens if the research study stops earlier than expected?

Should the research stop for any unforeseen circumstances, we will inform you the reasons.

The information you have shared in this study then will also be destroyed.

11- What if something goes wrong?
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If you are not happy with any aspects of this study for example, the interview that you will
have, you can lodge complaints by contacting the research supervisor:

Dr Mark Payne

The University of Sheffield

School of Education

388 Glossop Road

S10 2JA Sheffield

Email: mark.payne@sheffield.ac.uk

Tel: (+44) (0)114 222 8170
http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/education/staff/academic/paynem

If you think your complaints have not been appropriately managed, you can contact the

University’s Registrar and Secretary, David Hyatt at D.Hyatt@sheffield.ac.uk

12- Will my taking part in this project be kept confidential?

The information that we collect from you can only be accessed by the researcher and
supervisor. The findings will be mainly used for analysis, presented in the thesis and other
academic purposes related to the research such as presentation and publications. Your name
however will be labelled pseudonym to ensure your anonymity. You will not be identified

in any publications unless you have given your consent.

13- Will | be recorded, and how will the recorded media be used?

Audio recording will be used during the interview. The information analysed from the
recording will only be used for thesis writing and other purposes that are associated to the
research. The information will be stored safely and protected with a password that is only

known to the researcher.

If you need a break during the interview you can do so by letting me know. | will pause the
recording device. Also, if you want to withdraw in the middle of the session you are free

to do so and | will delete the previous recording.

14- What type of information will be sought from me and why is the collection of this

information relevant for achieving the research project’s objectives?
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mailto:D.Hyatt@sheffield.ac.uk
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In the interview, you will be asked about your socioeconomic background. Furthermore,
your opinions about your child being perceived as ‘struggling’ readers based on the recent
LINUS 2.0 result will be sought. You will also be asking about your time spent with the
children and reading activity carried out with the children. Your views and explanation are

just what this study is interested in investigating.

15- What will happen to the results of the research project?

The information that you share will be analysed by the researcher and the information will
be included as part of the researcher’s thesis. The results may also be used for presentations
and publications. However, your personal information will not be disclosed and will be

labelled pseudonym to ensure your anonymity.

16- Who is organizing and funding the research?

This PhD research is being sponsored by Ministry of Higher Education, Malaysia and
Universiti Sains Malaysia.

17-Who has ethically reviewed the project?

This project has been ethically approved by the School of Education Ethics Review
Procedure. The University’s Research Ethics Committee has monitored the application and

delivery of the University’s Ethics Review Procedure across the University.

18- Contacts for further information

Researcher’s Name: Siti Soraya Lin Abdullah Kamal

Email: sslinabdullahkamall@sheffield.ac.uk

Tel: (+60) 019 2444 366

Address: School of Education, The University of Sheffield, 388 Glossop Road, Sheffield
S10 2JA

Supervisor Name: Dr Mark Payne

Email: mark.payne@sheffield.ac.uk

Tel: (+44) (0)114 222 8170

Address: School of Education, The University of Sheffield, 388 Glossop Road, Sheffield
S10 2JA

http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/education/staff/academic/paynem



mailto:sslinabdullahkamal1@sheffield.ac.uk
mailto:mark.payne@sheffield.ac.uk
http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/education/staff/academic/paynem

Please find attached a consent form that you need to sign to show that you have understood
this study and agreed to participate in it. Please return the form to your child’s English
teacher via your child. I would like to thank you in advance for your time, cooperation and
commitment to make this study a success. Do contact me for any problems and questions.

Thank you.
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Appendix 10: Participation information sheet and consent form for the children

Participant Information Sheet (children)
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Appendix 11: Consent form for the teacher

CONSENT FORM FOR THE ENGLISH TEACHER

Title of Project: Exploring ‘struggling’ readers in the English as a Second Language (ESL) classroom
Name of Researcher: Siti Soraya Lin Abdullah Kamal
Participant Identification Number for this project:

Please initial box

1. Iconfirm that | have read and understand the information sheet/letter
for the above project and have had the opportunity to ask questions.

2. lunderstand that my participation is voluntary and that | am free to withdraw
at any time without giving any reason by contacting the researcher at
sslinabdullahkamall@sheffiled.ac.uk or by calling 019-2444366. Alternatively,
you can contact the supervisor at mark.payne @sheffield.ac.uk

3. lunderstand that all reasonable steps will be taken to protect my identity.

4. lunderstand the information might be used in the presentation and publication.

5. Igive permission for the researcher to audio-record our conversations and
video-record the observations to ensure accurate transcription.

6. |lagree totake part in the above research project.

Name of Participant Date Signature

Siti Soraya Lin Abdullah Kamal
Researcher Date Signature

Copies:

Once this has been signed by all parties the participant should receive a copy of the signed and dated
participant consent form, the letter/pre-written script/information sheet and any other written
information provided to the participants. A copy for the signed and dated consent form should be
placed in the project’s main record (e.g. a site file), which must be kept in a secure location.
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Appendix 12: Consent form for the parent

CONSENT FORM

Title of Project: Exploring ‘struggling’ readers in the English as a Second Language (ESL) classroom
Name of Researcher: Siti Soraya Lin Abdullah Kamal
Participant Identification Number for this project:

Please initial box

1. lconfirmthat | have read and understand the information sheet/letter
for the above project and have had the opportunity to ask questions.

2. lunderstand that my participation is voluntary and that | am free to withdraw
at any time without giving any reason by contacting the researcher at
sslinabdullahkamall @sheffiled.ac.uk or by calling 019-2444366. Alternatively,
you can contact the supervisor at mark.payne@sheffield.ac.uk

3. lunderstand that all reasonable steps will be taken to protect my identity.

4. lunderstand the information might be used in the presentation and publication.

5. lgive permission for the researcher to audio-record our conversations to
ensure accurate transcription.

6. lagree totake part in the above research project.

Name of Participant Date Signature

Siti Soraya Lin Abdullah Kamal
Researcher Date Signature

Copies:

Once this has been signed by all parties the participant should receive a copy of the signed and dated
participant consent form, the letter/pre-written script/information sheet and any other written
information provided to the participants. A copy for the signed and dated consent form should be
placed in the project’s main record (e.g. a site file), which must be kept in a secure location.




Appendix 13: Parent’s consent for children form

PARENT’S CONSENT FOR CHILDREN
Exploring ‘struggling’ readers in the English as a Second Language (ESL) classroom

Your child is being invited to participate in this study. I will be working with your child and
other children in your child classroom for a few months. Your child’s participation is not
compulsory. If they do want to take part, | will be observing them in the classroom. I will be
asking them about things they learn and things they do in the ESL reading lesson and to draw
about their reading experience. | will also supply the students with papers and coloured pencils to
do the drawing. The activity may take your child 30 minutes.

Besides drawing activity, | will be conducting group interview with your child and other
children. Your child will be asking to share their drawing and talk about it in the group. The
interview will also cover the questions such as students’ feeling towards reading in English and
the interview lasts no more than 45 minutes. During the observation and interview, the session
will be video recorded and I will be asking your child permission prior using the device.

Your child’s name and identity will be kept confidential at all times and your child can withdraw
from the project at any time. | will also be asking your child if they want to take part in the study
and I will not work with them if they do not want me to. The findings of this study will be used
in the thesis writing, presentations and publications. This study will be privileging your child’s
voices as they will share their thoughts and feelings on learning experience in the ESL reading
lesson. They will also have the benefit of another adult working with them. However, we can’t
guarantee that your child will personally experience benefits from participating in this study.

Yours Sincerely,
Siti Soraya Lin Abdullah Kamal
| have read and understood the above information and I give permission for my child

................................................................................................... to be part of
the study conducted by

Siti Soraya Lin Abdullah Kamal

Upon signing, the parent or legal guardian will receive a copy of this form, and the original will
be held in the subject’s research record.
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